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Seminary Journal

From the Desk of the General Editor

In May of 2014, the Seminary Department of
the National Catholic Educational Association
(NCEA) received word that it was closing follow-
ing an organizational reconfiguration. With the
spring 2014 issue of the journal in galley, Volume
20 went into suspended animation. I was sepa-
rately involved at the time pursuing three levels
of accreditation for the college and seminary at
which I was working yet found myself the last
man standing at the Journal. I managed to com-
plete the Winter 2013 issue without a functioning
staff, and the NCEA was kind enough to publish
it. I then downloaded Adobe InDesign and began
teaching myself how to use the program well
enough to bring closure to the three issues due
out in 2014. I did not succeed in that plan as life
outside the Journal intervened. This labor of love,
however, led to something else.

As part of my attempt to learn desktop pub-
lishing, I founded a publishing house called En
Route Books & Media (currently available online
at https://enroutebooks.com) through which I've
published to date 350 Catholic books, starting
with books written by the faculty at the seminary
where I was serving as Vice President of External
Affairs and continuing with some of the faculty
in other seminaries who were sending me articles
for publication. To assist in the promotion of
their books, I founded an internet radio station
called WCAT Radio and worked with a couple of
colleagues, Ronda Chervin and Bob Olson, to de-

velop at https://wcatradio.com what has to date

become 75 unique programs with what is cur-
rently almost 9,000 podcasts available for on-de-
mand listening. In 2021, I retired from a 20-year
career of seminary teaching and began advancing
the publishing house full time. I have not regret-
ted my decision because of the added benefits my
ability to work with all of the seminaries has
brought me, but I do miss the day-to-day in-
volvement with priestly and lay formation.

The resurrection of Seminary Journal, which
Rev. Dennis Billy, C.Ss.R., made possible in the
collection of these articles from the faculty at the
School of Theology at St. Mary’s Seminary &
University in Roland Park, Baltimore, is a delight
to my heart. It is an opportunity to place back
into the service of the US seminaries the publish-
ing house I founded because of the need to con-
tinue faculty publications. It is also an oppor-
tunity for the faculty at these seminaries to share
their experiences with the 6th edition of the Pro-
gram of Priestly Formation. For these reasons, 'm
happy to restore the Journal with a few modifica-
tions for the new decade. The Journal will now be
peer-reviewed and delivered online in both a
PDF download and a blog format. Print copies
will be available for on-demand purchase via
Amazon.com. Please visit the Journal online at

https://seminaryjournal.com for more details.

A
Sebastian Mahfood, OP, Ph.D.
General Editor
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Introduction

In the Spring of 2021, the faculty of the
School of Theology at St. Mary’s Seminary &
University in Roland Park, Baltimore decided to
embark on a common faculty writing project in
collaboration with Seminary Journal. The project
was coordinated by Fr. Dennis Billy, C.Ss.R. The
purpose of this effort on the part of the faculty
was to encourage its members in light of the new
Ratio Fundamentalis from Rome (2016) and the
sixth edition of the Program for Priestly For-
mation (approved 2019) to delve more deeply
into the various academic disciplines offered at
the seminary, with an eye to how those disci-
plines should be taught in a Catholic seminary. It
was also hoped that such a project would encour-
age closer collaboration among the faculty, with
the hope of seeing how those disciplines relate to
one another and how classroom pedagogy has an
impact on the content being both conveyed and
received. Another hope was to offer the wider
seminary community in the United States and
beyond insights into how classroom pedagogy
might impact the integration of the various di-
mensions of priestly formation.

Founded in 1791 by the Priests of Saint Sul-
pice (the Sulpicians), St. Mary’s Seminary is the
oldest Roman Catholic seminary in the United
States and has prepared more men for priestly or-
dination than any other seminary in the United
States. Animated by a core of dedicated Sulpician
priests, the faculty consists of a unique blend of

diocesan priests, religious, and laity, all of whom

are dedicated to

“The goal of this
project was to
strengthen the

intellectual
bonds within our
own faculty and
to offer insights

into how the

forming  young
men for the Cath-
olic priesthood for
the Church of the
twenty-first cen-
tury. It trains sem-

inarians from thir-

intellectual
teen dioceses (as formation of
far apart as Port- Catholic
land, Maine and seminarians

could move
forward in the
years ahead.”

Louisville, Ken-

tucky) and a num-

ber of religious or-

ders. It also maintains rigorous standards for hu-
man, intellectual, spiritual, and pastoral for-
mation.

In the end, ten faculty members participated
in this common effort that ultimately produced
eight essays (one was co-authored by three fac-
ulty members) on the fields of English-language
pedagogy and spirituality for beginners, as well as
the disciplines of philosophy, liturgy, scripture,
systematic theology, moral theology, and canon
law. Each faculty member was given free rein to
develop the assigned essay as he or she saw fit
(hence the different styles and approaches taken),
the only exception being that it fall largely within
the general guidelines of the journal. Although
the areas presented do not exhaust the wide range
of disciplines taught in Catholic seminaries, they

represent a large portion of those offered and



provide beginning reflections on how they
should be integrated into the seminary program.
It is hoped that this initial effort will encourage
others to fill in the gaps with respect to those dis-
ciplines not treated.

It should also be stated that, although the en-
tire faculty expressed interest in this common
project, commitments of time and other respon-
sibilities precluded everyone from participating
in it. That said, one way in which the faculty has

gotten everyone involved was to use individual

Introduction

essays for topics of discussion during faculty de-
velopment luncheons. Such a discussion format
may be a way for other seminaries to benefit from
the fruit of these essays.

The goal of this project was to strengthen the
intellectual bonds within our own faculty and to
offer insights into how the intellectual formation
of Catholic seminarians could move forward in
the years ahead. May this project encourage other
faculties to contribute similar offerings to Semi-

nary Journal in the years ahead.

Faculty

School of Theology

St. Mary’s Seminary & University
Baltimore, Maryland

S@ENROUTE

Make the time

The mission of En Route Books and Media, LLC, is to promote the
Catholic spiritual journey by publishing quality Catholic content.

We welcome the submission of your next book today!

https://www.enroutebooks.com
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Teaching Language Skills to International
Students in Catholic Seminaries and the
Critical Component of Culture

Emily Hicks, M.A., S.T.L.

In Veritatis Splendor, St. John Paul II acknowl-
edges both the reality of cultural contexts and the
necessity for transcending these contexts in order

to live authentically in truth. He writes:

It must certainly be admitted that man al-
ways exists in a particular culture, but it
must also be admitted that man is not ex-
haustively defined by that same culture.
Moreover, the very progress of cultures
demonstrates that there is something in
man which transcends those cultures.
This "something" is precisely human na-
ture: this nature is itself the measure of
culture and the condition ensuring that
man does not become the prisoner of any
of his cultures, but asserts his personal
dignity by living in accordance with the

profound truth of his being.!

Both the recognition of culture and the call to
transcend one’s culture are relevant in seminary
formation. When a seminarian takes the time to

reflect upon the values of his native culture and

! John Paul II, Pope. Encyclical Letter, Veritatis Splen-
dor [The Splendor of Truth]. https://www.vatican.va/

how they manifest themselves in his perceptions,
words, and actions, he is better able to under-
stand his own motivations and potential biases
which influence his relationships. Equally im-
portant is his awareness of how values in other
cultures may manifest themselves so that he may
respond appropriately and effectively. Ours is a
multi-cultural Church, and the need for the
knowledge and skills to communicate effectively
across cultural boundaries is critical. Therefore,
effective language teaching must include both ac-

ademic and cultural components.

The Basic Realities and Needs

International seminarians come to the Amer-
ican Catholic seminary with varying proficiency
levels in the English language. Some come from
cultures where books are not as accessible as they
are in the U.S., so they may not know how to read
theological texts accurately or efficiently. Others
may have read and studied English texts, but hav-
ing little or no pronunciation training, they need

intensive support in order to be intelligible in

content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-
ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html.
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spoken English. And still others may simply need
to strengthen their reading, writing, and listening
skills in order to manage the workload that a
graduate program demands. Therefore, provid-
ing academic support for international seminari-
ans includes, of course, those courses and other
resources that will enable them to become better
learners, readers, writers, and speakers, not only
to be academically successful in the seminary but
also, ultimately, to be excellent communicators
in service to the people of God.

However, mastering these language skills to
communicate well in a variety of contexts often
requires more than just coursework. It requires
the understanding that language, and the way we
use it to express ourselves and relate with others,
is shaped by our culture. It requires the under-
standing that truly effective communication re-
quires a set of skills that not only grasp the basics
of the English language but can also navigate the
unspoken dimension of the culture reflected in
language. An effective language program looks
holistically at the needs of the international sem-
inarian and integrates the critical component of

culture with effective teaching strategies.

Cultural Considerations and Challenges

While English language teaching in the
American Catholic seminary is concerned with

the content itself, delivery of instruction, and

? Geert Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: Comparing
Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and Organizations Across
Nations (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2001), 9.

* Edward T. Hall, Beyond Culture (New York: Anchor
Books, 1981), 16.

ongoing as- | «“\While much can be

(and has been) writ-
ten on cultural dimen-
sions, this article will
illustrate but a few of
these dimensions and
their potential impact
on the seminary
classroom.”

sessment, it
should also
take  into
considera-

tion culture,
particularly

the wvarious

cultures
represented within the classroom and American
culture (or cultures). It is useful to first look at a
definition of culture and the various cultural di-
mensions that can impact teaching and learning.

Geert Hofstede, a Dutch social psychologist,
defines culture as “the collective programming of
the mind that distinguishes the member of one
group or category of people from another.” 2 In
other words, culture is learned, it is interrelated
(i.e., various aspects of culture intersect with one
another), it is shared, and it defines group bound-
aries.” Additionally, cultures are adaptations of a
people to the conditions of life. They are shaped
by the history and experience of a people and are
resistant to change.* The anthropologist Edward
T. Hall writes, “Culture is man’s medium; there
is not one aspect of human life that is not touched
and altered by culture. This means personality,
how people express themselves (including shows
of emotion), the way they think, how they move,
[and] how problems are solved.”” However, iron-

ically, culture often remains hidden from its own

* Gert Jan Hofstede et al., Exploring Culture: Exercises,
Stories and Synthetic Cultures (Boston: Intercultural Press,
2002).

> Hall, Beyond Culture, 16.
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members. These ways of thinking, feeling, and
acting are assumed to be true for everyone until
one encounters someone acting differently than
they expect. Problems can arise when we use our
own cultural frames of reference to interpret the

words or actions of

power inequalities amongst us”; masculinity, the
perception about gender roles as well as “what
motivates people: wanting to be the best (mascu-
line) or liking what you do (feminine)”; uncer-

tainty avoidance, “the way that a society deals

someone from out-

side our culture.

stated assumptions
that control our
thoughts and block

Hall goes on to 80 =

write that “culture et 66 64 62
equips us with 40

built-in  blinders, I 20 .,

hidden and un- - I i

See Hofstede Insights https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-

comparison/colombia,the-usa,vietnam/

the future can

never be known™;
and long-term ori-
entation, “how

every society has to

]

with the fact that
3" 26
13 maintain some
I links with its own
by T

past while dealing
with the challenges

of the present and

the unraveling of

cultural processes.”® Therefore, in order to create
an environment where one can begin to under-
stand these varying ways of thinking and behav-
ing, and for effective communication and learn-
ing to occur, it is necessary to be more intentional
about examining these hidden dimensions of cul-
ture. While much can be (and has been) written
on cultural dimensions, this article will illustrate
but a few of these dimensions and their potential
impact on the seminary classroom.

Five cultural dimensions identified by Hof-
stede and explored here include the following: in-
dividualism, “the degree of interdependence a so-
ciety maintains among its members”; power dis-

tance, “the attitude of the culture toward these

¢ Hall, Beyond Culture, 220.
7 Hofstede Insights, “Country Comparison.” https://
www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/.

5

future.”” (For an
example of a country comparison of these di-
mensions, see the chart below.)

One key principle of effective language teach-
ing is to know who your students are so as to be
better equipped to prepare effective language les-
sons.® While it is important to avoid stereotypes
and overgeneralizations, each of these dimen-
sions can lend valuable insight into classroom
dynamics and social interactions. For example,
those who have been born and raised in the
United States will reflect more individualistic
tendencies in their communication style and will
tend to be direct and state concepts unambigu-
ously. Students from a more collectivist culture,

the other end of the spectrum, may prefer more

8 Deborah Short et al., The Six Principles for Exemplary
Teaching of English Learners (TESOL Press, 2018), 111.
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indirect communication and rely more on non-
verbal cues to interpret a situation.” Such a stu-
dent may not organize his ideas in a linear fash-
ion in his writing assignments, and he will thus
need to practice North American rhetorical con-
ventions. Seminarians from high power-distance
cultures may not feel comfortable reaching out to
the professor if they have questions or are strug-
gling in class. Also, these students may need
some time adjusting to North American class-
room dynamics where expectations include ac-
tive participation. Those who are from cultures
high in uncertainty avoidance are typically more
comfortable when expectations and rules are very
explicit. Examples, models, and concrete expla-
nations are very helpful. Finally, those who are
long-term oriented may be very direct about
wanting to understand the connection of mate-
rial they have learned to the material they are
learning now and its relevance for their future. In
short-term oriented cultures, on the other hand,
it is important not to lose face, so the manner in
which an instructor corrects the student in class
can impact his attitudes and feelings of safety.
Other considerations and challenges may in-
clude how culture impacts one’s receptivity to
language support. For example, some seminari-
ans come from cultures where the seminarian has
a high social status, and being assigned to lan-
guage remediation might be insulting. After all
(they are thinking), they were chosen by their

bishops because of their recognized intelligence.

® Hofstede, Exploring Culture, 96.

10 Ursula Brinkmann, Intercultural Readiness Check
Online Certification Course by Intercultural Business Im-
provement (May 2019).

The student’s perception of his own language
ability also comes into play. In many countries,
while there may be many different dialects spo-
ken, the language for business and education is
English. The reality is, however, that this some-
times does not translate into strong reading, writ-
ing, and speaking skills for the North American
academic context. Additionally, a seminarian’s
attitude toward women is very relevant. He will,
hopefully, have a Christian understanding that
men and women are both made in the image and
likeness of God and are equal in human dignity.
However, in cultures where gender roles are
more rigidly defined, students might find it chal-
lenging to offer what we would consider to be ap-
propriate respect to female faculty, not to men-

tion women who work in various staff positions.

Increasing Intercultural Competence

What, then, is a way to move forward so these
challenges can be met and resolved? One solution
can include intentional training in intercultural
readiness, which is concerned with the “attitudes,
knowledge, and skills that enable a person to get
along with, work with, and learn from people
from diverse cultures.”!® According to Ursula
Brinkmann, a leader in the field of intercultural
communication and creator of the Intercultural
Readiness Check,!! four competences in particu-

lar can assist in increasing intercultural readiness

! See Intercultural Business Improvement, https://
www.ibinet.online/competence-assessment/
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“Ultimately, [training and thus im-

centered on these prove inter-
competencies] personal rela-
creates a common | tionships. The
language one can first
use to approach
difficult situations
and creates a safe
environment for the
seminarian to work
out his understand-
ing of the resident
culture and his place
init.”

compe-
tence is inter-
cultural sensi-
tivity, which is
“the degree to
which a per-
son takes an

active interest

in other peo-
ple’s cultural backgrounds, their needs and per-
spectives.” It asks the question: how well are we
aware of different cultural perspectives? The sec-
ond competence is intercultural communication,
defined as “the degree to which one actively mon-
itors one’s own communicative behaviors, which
in turn supports the ability to adjust one’s style to
the needs of people from other cultures.” It asks:
how well do we adapt how we communicate? The
third competence is managing uncertainty: “the
degree to which we see the uncertainty and com-
plexity of culturally diverse environments as an
opportunity for personal development.” It asks
the question: how well do we deal with the uncer-
tainty of intercultural interactions? Finally, the
fourth competence is building commitment and
is “the degree to which we actively try to influ-
ence our social environment, based on a concern

for relationships and integrating people and

2 Ursula Brinkmann and Oscar Van Weerdenburg,
Intercultural Readiness: Four Competences for Working
Across Cultures (New York: Springer, 2014), 36.

7

concerns.” This competence asks: how well are
we able to bring people together around shared
goals?!?

Training that is centered on these compe-
tences includes awareness-raising activities to
gain insight into one’s own cultural assumptions
and expectations. It provides information about
the values of other cultures and how they mani-
fest themselves in thinking, behaving, and relat-
ing. It offers opportunities to learn about and
practice adjusting communication styles so one
is better able to listen and respond well to others.
It engages in activities that teach team-building
and conflict-resolution strategies. Ultimately, it
creates a common language one can use to ap-
proach difficult situations and creates a safe en-
vironment for the seminarian to work out his un-
derstanding of the resident culture and his place
in it. In fact, given the multicultural nature of the
Church, this kind of training is beneficial not
only for the international seminarians, but also
for the entire seminary community.

Intercultural readiness is a state of mind,"
and these competences, aided by cultural
knowledge, help individuals to be better listeners
and observers so that they can navigate social in-
teractions, classroom dynamics, assignment ex-

pectations, and pastoral placements well.

! Brinkmann and Weerdenburg, Intercultural Readi-
ness, 12.
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Language Support: Courses & Pedagogy

The intercultural readiness training creates a
foundation that supports language instruction.
Content, context, delivery, and ongoing assess-
ment ensure that the international seminarian is
prepared for the rigors of graduate-level work.
When seminarians first arrive at St. Mary’s, they
take a diagnostic exam that evaluates reading
comprehension, writing skills, vocabulary, and
grammar. The international seminarians are
given an oral diagnostic as well, which assesses
their fluency, pronunciation, and listening. Ad-
ditionally, prior to admission, foreign-born sem-
inarians are required take the TOEFL (Test of
English as a Foreign Language). Based on the re-
sults of these assessments, the best level of sup-
port, if any is needed, is determined. This in-
cludes tutorials or placement in language
courses.

St. Mary’s offers a variety of courses to meet
the needs of the incoming international seminar-
ians, covering the topics of reading, writing,
grammar, theological English, pronunciation,
and American culture. Each course incorporates
content relative to the seminary context. Each
course also employs critical thinking and learn-
ing strategies not only to help seminarians im-
prove their language skills, but also to provide
them with tools to become better students, better
learners, and ultimately better theologians. Stu-
dents engage in metacognitive activities (e.g.,
planning, reflection, analysis), which encourage
them to analyze their thinking and learning, as
well as cognitive strategies (e.g., summarizing,

application, review), which help them master

content areas. The intercultural readiness pro-
gram assists in fostering socio-affective strate-
gies, helping to create a safe environment in
which the students and instructor can develop
mutual understanding and respect. An overview
of specific courses will demonstrate these peda-
gogical objectives more concretely.

Reading & Writing addresses a variety of
writing genres specific to the seminary context
(e.g., summary & critique) and provides practice
for clear, concise, unified writing from the sen-
tence and paragraph levels to the research paper
and exegesis levels. Authentic texts that model
excellent writing are used to help students under-
stand various rhetorical forms and learn how to
identify the most essential ideas. By reading the-
ological texts that are contemporary and accessi-
ble (i.e., those that avoid dense and complex lan-
guage), students are able to analyze and seek to
imitate the very clear organization of the authors
and also broaden their knowledge of theological
vocabulary (as well as quite a bit of idiomatic vo-
cabulary). Seminarians also analyze rhetorically
powerful texts and are able to identify various lit-
erary devices with an eye to using them in their
own reflection writing and homilies to make
their language both beautiful and powerful.

Grammar takes an integrated-skills approach
in which students practice targeted structures
and vocabulary within a variety of contexts. Les-
sons are scaffolded, progressing in difficulty, but
also continue to revisit and review the targeted
structures. Students analyze the grammar struc-
ture in authentic texts, practice it in guided exer-

cises, and then communicate using the structure
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in both speaking and writing. Texts analyzed in
Reading & Writing are revisited in order to
deepen students’ understanding of a particular
structure. Listening skills are targeted as well, and
students listen to biblical and theological lectures
to improve their listening comprehension and
theological vocabulary.

Theological English develops vocabulary,
reading, and complex grammatical skills neces-
sary for proficiency in reading theological publi-
cations and Scripture. This course focuses specif-
ically on learning strategies, reading strategies,
and vocabulary strategies.

Speech presents the basics of American-Eng-
lish pronunciation necessary for overall intelligi-
bility and clear, effective proclamation. It focuses
on elements of prosody, which is comprised of
rhythm and melody.* This is by far the most dif-
ficult course for most students. Altering one’s
pronunciation can impact students on a psycho-
logical level because of its personal nature.” The
melody and rhythm of language is learned before
one is even born, for the vibration of the mother’s
speech is experienced in one’s very bones. Thus,
speaking in a way that differs from one’s native
language can just feel wrong. It takes a great deal
of humility to modify such an important and per-
sonal part of oneself. Students must both be suf-
ficiently motivated and feel safe in the classroom
to make mistakes and practice. As students move
through the basics, the lectionary becomes our

text, and we apply the various pronunciation

' Judy Gilbert, Teaching Pronunciation Using the Pros-
ody Method (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2008), 1.

9

concepts to proclamation skills. Most assign-
ments and assessments are oral recordings, and,
through the seminary’s learning management
system, the instructor provides video feedback,
often requiring the resubmission of assignments
until the student is able to improve on a targeted
structure.

Cultures is designed to help students under-
stand some common American values, learn
about the history and traditions behind these cul-
tural values, and develop skills to interact appro-
priately with Americans in a variety of contexts.
Students are often asked to interview American
seminarians on various aspects of culture (e.g.,
education, family) and compare the answers with
their own perceptions and their own cultures.
Students discuss current events and cultural
trends as well as how these might impact the U.S.
Church and their future ministries. There is on-
going dialogue about how the same values may
manifest themselves differently depending on the

culture.

Additional Support

In addition to language courses, other forms
of support, while available to all seminarians,
have been especially valuable for the interna-
tional seminarians. One such support is the Com-
munication Resources Center (CRC) in which
seminarian tutors are available in the evenings to

assist with writing and presentation skills. Tutors

' Gilbert, Teaching Pronunciation, 1.
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“Effectively teaching | 2r¢ trained
language skills to to  provide

international semi- constructive
narians in a Catholic | f.cdback on
seminary requires student pa-

viewing seminarians
holistically, consider-
ing not only their
academic needs, but
their culture as well.”

pers with the
goal of help-
ing students

become self-

editors. Tu-
tors also have access to a plagiarism checking
tool, so students can receive feedback on how to
summarize and cite accurately. This, in addition
to a workshop on academic integrity, helps to ad-
dress the persistent issue of plagiarism. Individ-
ual Peer Tutors are also available to work with a
seminarian one-on-one, usually for a specific
class, throughout the course of the semester. In
these sessions, the American seminarian will help
the international student summarize, both in
speaking and writing, the course material being
studied, thereby increasing the international stu-
dent’s fluency and comprehension. Seminarians
also have the opportunity to join the Conversa-
tion Partners Program in which international
seminarians are paired with American seminari-
ans to discuss a weekly list of idioms (e.g., feeling
under the weather, driving me nuts, etc.) and
share their cultures. This has had the side-effect
of community-building, for most of these con-
versations occur over lunch, and frequently other
seminarians and faculty sitting at the table join in

and add their own idioms and perspectives.

Faculty Role in Language Learning

Efficient language learning requires a lan-
guage teacher, but it is essential, in order for lan-
guage learning to continue, that all faculty under-
stand the unique challenges international semi-
narians face and incorporate strategies that will
help students thrive. In preparation for class, it is
helpful if professors can provide outlines, visual
aids, and guiding questions for readings. During
instruction, by communicating classroom expec-
tations, connecting abstract ideas to concrete ex-
amples, and avoiding (or explaining) idiomatic
language, students are able to engage with the
content more deeply. With regard to assign-
ments, if faculty can provide examples or models,
give opportunities for feedback prior to the as-
signment being graded, and offer clear evaluation
criteria, students will be better equipped to meet
the expectations set forth. Finally, by checking in
with students individually and communicating
with academic support when needs arise, faculty
open up lines of dialogue so that students get the
support they need until they are acclimated to the
program of studies and are able to function more
autonomously.

Additionally, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
can help faculty identify certain needs unique to
different cultural groups. When faculty have
some knowledge of how these cultural dimen-
sions manifest themselves in the classroom, mis-
understandings can be avoided. For example, if a
student does not participate, it may not mean
that he is not prepared or that he does not under-
stand the material. Again, as long as one is careful
not to overgeneralize or stereotype, these dimen-

10



Seminary Journal

sions can provide useful background informa-
tion on the cultural makeup of the class and help

inform student-teacher interactions.

Conclusion

Effectively teaching language skills to inter-
national seminarians in a Catholic seminary re-
quires viewing seminarians holistically, consider-
ing not only their academic needs, but their cul-
ture as well. Principles for effective teaching re-
quire that the teacher know the students, create
conditions for language learning, design high
quality lessons for language development rele-
vant to the students’ context, adapt lessons as
needed, and consistently monitor and assess lan-
guage development.'® Because language is the ve-
hicle by which we encounter others, charity re-
quires that we be mindful of others, particularly
their cultural contexts. It requires that we work
to understand our own expectations and as-
sumptions. Developing intercultural compe-
tences requires that we come out of our self-cen-

teredness and work to remove our “cultural

16 Short, The Six Principles for Exemplary Teaching of
English Learners, 111-13.
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blinders” so we are better able to understand oth-
ers and communicate well.

Our culture informs everything about us.
Ruth Benedict, an American anthropologist,
writes, “No one views the world through pristine
eyes.””” A seminary that has admitted interna-
tional seminarians has a responsibility to ensure
they have the resources to acquire the language
skills to succeed in an academically rigorous en-
vironment. By including the goal of intercultural
effectiveness for all seminarians, and for the fac-
ulty, seminaries are better able to provide the
foundation that will strengthen international
seminarians’ intellectual formation, their inter-
actions, and, ultimately, their ministries. They
will be able to con-
nect with people in
differing cultural
contexts and tran-
scend these con-
texts to live in the
life and truth of
the Gospel.

Emily Hicks, M.A., S.T.L. (ehicks@stmarys.edu)
Ms. Hicks is Assistant Professor of English and Culture

and is the Director of Language Resources and Intercul-

tural Integration at St. Mary’s Seminary & University.

'7 Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (New York, First
Mariner Books, 1934), 2.
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TEACHING SPIRITUALITY TO BEGINNERS

Lawrence Terrien, P.S.S., S.T.D.
Introduction

In the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Con-
stitution on the Church, the Council Fathers as-
serted the “universal call to holiness.” They af-
firmed that there is one holiness that all are called
to, and it is described as the “perfection of char-
ity” (LG #40). In reading the post-Synodal exhor-
tations on the Priesthood (Pastores Dabo Vobis),
on Religious Life (Vita Consecrata), and on the
Laity (Christifideles Laici) 1 believe that Saint
John Paul II outlined what is particular to the
path of holiness in each of the three traditional
states in life. All three states have as the goal of
their spiritual journey the “perfection of charity.”
I believe that a fundamental principle of the
French School of Spirituality has something use-
ful to offer on the pursuit of holiness.

The Council Fathers chose not to use the ex-
pression “alter Christus/another Christ” in
speaking of priests. They feared that this lan-
guage risked separating the priest from the com-
munity he serves and putting him on a pedestal.
The expression is found as early as Gregory of
Nyssa who, citing St. Paul, says that Christ lives
in those who bear his name by the Holy Spirit
who was given to us at our baptism. Two of the
popularizers of the theology of Cardinal Pierre de
Bérulle, the founder of the French School of Spir-
ituality, St. John Eudes and Father Jean-Jacques

Olier used the expression but did not limit its ap-
plication to the clergy. It was rather applied to all
those who become members of his Body, the
Church. Unfortunately, the second successor to
Father Olier at the head of the Society of the
Priests of Saint Sulpice, Father Louis Tronson,
edited writings from Father Olier on the priest-
hood entitled A Treatise on Holy Orders. In quot-
ing Olier he only used this appellation for priests.
That work went through many editions in many
languages and enjoyed wide popularity interna-
tionally. I believe that this work was responsible
for limiting the use of the expression “another
Christ” to priests.

Both Olier and St. John Eudes also spoke
clearly about the “royal priesthood of the bap-
tized.” The leaders of the Protestant reformation
did not accept ministerial ordination as a sacra-
ment and claimed instead that the only participa-
tion in the priesthood of Christ is the priesthood
of the faithful. The Catholic Church never spoke
against the priesthood of the baptized. After all,
the expression “a chosen race, a royal priesthood,
a holy nation, a people of his own” appears in the
First Letter of Peter and three times in the book
of Revelation. However, the concept was not ex-
tensively developed since the Council of Trent
vigorously defended the priestly character of or-
dained ministry in the Church. Nonetheless, the
French School spoke very emphatically on the
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priesthood of the baptized. In no way did this re-
form movement want to denigrate the office of
ordained ministry. They worked tirelessly for the
reform of Catholic priesthood precisely by calling
priests to live up to the high dignity of their office.
But that exalted vision of priestly ministry was
not affirmed at the expense of the royal priest-
hood of the baptized.

The heart of the vision of the spiritual life in
the French School is rooted in St. Paul’s state-
ment: “I live, yet it is not I who live, it is Christ
who lives in me.” The Holy Spirit, given to me in
my baptism is at work binding me to the Body of
Christ and it is my responsibility to let this Spirit
transform my life, configuring me to the image of
the Lord Jesus. The more I abandon myself to
that Spirit, the more I will resemble Christ. He
comes to dwell in his servants and will continue
to live his mysteries within his disciples. The
principal mysteries are his Incarnation, his pas-
sion and death, his burial, his resurrection, and
his ascension. He will also build up in us his
thoughts, his feelings, his attitudes, and his dis-
positions. My way of cooperating with the move-
ments of his Holy Spirit operates through prayer
centered on the person of Christ. The more I
come to know him by contemplating the Christ I
meet in the gospels the more I will adore and love
him. The more I love him the more I will act as
he did. For he is not only the visible image of the
invisible God; he is also the visible image of what
God wanted us to be from the moment he created

the human race.
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Thus, the members of the French School tell
us that Christians are other Christs walking on
the earth. Father Olier, for example affirms that

whatever good we do is really done by Christ who

lives  within.
He says that it
is Christ who

“In the Sulpician
tradition, spiritual
formation is seen

as the most
important element
in the preparation
of candidates for

priesthood.”

takes care of
his mother in
the person of
Saint John. It is
Christ who

preaches in Saint Paul. We are to re-present him

to the world. We do so according to our state in
life. Priests are configured to Christ as the Head,
Shepherd and Spouse of the Church and their
path to holiness is achieved through pastoral
charity, through a loving gift of self. Consecrated
religious are configured to and make visible
Christ who continues through their lives to live
the values of the Kingdom of God in a radical
way, by manifesting the truth of the Beatitudes
and by their vowed commitment to the evangeli-
cal counsels. In their lives we see that the King-
dom of Christ did not go back to heaven with
Christ’s ascension. They are signs of its presence.
Lay people re-present and make visible Christ
who is actually transforming the values of this

world into the values of the Kingdom.

My Courses in Spirituality

I have been teaching two courses in spiritual-
ity for beginners for several years. The first is an

introduction to prayer for candidates who have



never been in a seminary. It takes place in the first
year of pre-theology under the title “Prayer and
Priesthood.” With the new version of the Pro-
gram for Priestly Formation, it would logically be
included in the “Propaedeutic Year” of formation
prior to entrance into the Seminary program.
The other course I teach is an “Introduction to
Spiritual Theology” for those in the first semester
of theological studies. I do believe that all study
of the theological disciplines in the seminary is a
transformational project, feeding our spiritual
growth and drawing us closer to God, but I think
the study of spirituality is a more intense way of
promoting the process of personal integration
needed for effective priestly ministry. In the Sul-
pician tradition, spiritual formation is seen as the
most important element in the preparation of
candidates for priesthood. And according to
Saint John Paul II the “perfection of charity” is

pursued by the exercise of the ministry:

“The relation between a priest's spir-
itual life and the exercise of his ministry
can also be explained on the basis of the
pastoral charity bestowed by the sacra-
ment of holy orders. The ministry of the
priest, precisely because of its participa-
tion in the saving ministry of Jesus Christ
the head and shepherd, cannot fail to ex-
press and live out his pastoral charity
which is both the source and spirit of his
service and gift of self. In its objective re-
ality the priestly ministry is an "amoris of-

ficium," according to the previously

Teaching Spirituality to Beginners

quoted expression of St. Augustine. This
objective reality itself serves as both the
basis and requirement for a correspond-
ing ethos, which can be none other than a
life of love, as St. Augustine himself
points out: Sit amoris officium pascere
dominicum gregem.(60) This ethos, and
as a result the spiritual life, is none other
than embracing consciously and freely -
that is to say in one's mind and heart, in
one's decisions and actions - the "truth" of
the priestly ministry as an amoris of-
ficium” (PDV #25).

Prayer and Priesthood

According to the syllabus, this course on
prayer is described as “an experiential introduc-
tion to a Catholic spirituality that is specifically
priestly. . .. It is a year-long course which seeks
“to help a seminarian develop a spiritual “core
which unifies and gives life to his being a priest
and his acting as a priest” (Pastores Dabo Vobis,
#45). The objectives of the course are the follow-

ing:

1. Understand and appropriately articulate
that their call to live in unceasing union
with God as disciples of Jesus requires
conversion of heart in prayer.

2. Listen and learn spiritually with the heart
of a disciple.

3. Recognize that spiritual discipleship is in-
timately connected to both priestly mis-

sion and ecclesial communion, requiring
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both sacrifice and discipline.

The pastoral outcomes that we hope to see are de-
scribed in this way:

1. Understand basic Catholic teaching on
prayer as a touchstone of future priestly
leadership.

2. Experience personal assimilation of
Scripture as both a transforming chal-
lenge and a hope, which in turn serves as
remote preparation for later preaching of
that Word.

3. Practice the ecclesial dimensions of spir-
itual formation by gaining ease in praying
and faith-sharing in a group.

4. Practice the human dimensions of spir-
itual formation by respecting others’ spir-
itual insights and by respecting healthy
boundaries through discretion in shared

insights.

I spend the first semester reviewing the last
part of the Catechism of the Catholic Church,
which, I believe, presents a very comprehensive
introduction to the subject. I ask the seminarians
to read part of that section of the Catechism for
each class and to give me in written form two in-
sights that they drew from the reading along with
two questions about the material. We then speak
about our own experiences in prayer and what
they may have found helpful in their reading. In
the last part of the class, we may have an exercise
in prayer which we then review together. It may

be a particular type of guided meditation, a devo-
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tional practice, or one of several forms of lectio
divina. I also introduce them to the type of lectio
divina presented in the USCCB document “Ful-
filled in Your Hearing.” I think it is a very useful
tool for priests to consider using with a group (ei-
ther a support group of priests or the members of
the parish staff) in preparation for a Sunday
homily. Ministry of the Word, sustained by
prayerful reading of the Scriptures, will surely
draw the priest more deeply into the mystery of
God’s own life.

Another aspect of the course that continues
throughout the year is an introduction to the di-
versity in our Catholic Church. The Archdiocese
of Baltimore has a multicultural history from its
beginning. We take advantage of the opportunity
to experience Sunday liturgy in various forms.
Our first excursion is not a Catholic one, but
worship with our spiritual ancestors in the faith.
When I first started taking the seminarians to lit-
urgies in various Catholic traditions, one of the
seminarians pointed out that we pray the psalms
every day. He asked if we could experience wor-
ship in the Jewish community that gave us these
prayers. Since the feast of Yom Kippur occurs in
the month of September, we begin with that cel-
ebration. It is the penitential liturgy equivalent to
our Ash Wednesday, always well attended, and
quite moving. Our next experience is Mass in the
extraordinary form. I think it is important for the
seminarians to know where we came from. I find
that they begin to see for themselves why the
Council established as the first principle of the re-
form of the liturgy “the full and active partici-



pation of the entire congregation according to
their role.” The following visit is a celebration of
the Anglican Usage. It is essentially the Latin rite
of Pius V, but in an earlier form of the English
language with a few prayers added by Thomas
Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury ap-
pointed by Henry VIIL

In the second semester we begin with two ex-
periences of the Byzantine liturgy. We start with
the Ruthenian Rite in English so that they can fol-
low the celebration without much difficulty. The
next visit is the Mass in the Ukrainian Rite in the
Ukrainian language. The parish of Saint Michael
the Archangel is extraordinarily beautiful, and so
is the music. Our final excursion is to an African-
American parish. Last year we went to St. Ber-
nardine’s parish in West Baltimore. The Arch-
bishop of Washington, Cardinal Wilton Gregory
was the guest presider. The liturgy was very lively
with an excellent gospel choir and soloists, and
the Cardinal’s preaching was very powerful.

In the second semester our primary text is
Prayer in the Catholic Church, edited by Robert
Wicks. This is an outstanding collection of arti-
cles on prayer in the Scriptures, prayer in the var-
ious schools of spirituality, and prayer in the
works of many of the great figures of the spiritual
life. I assign a chapter or two, and as in the first
semester I ask for two questions and two insights
to stimulate group discussion of what the semi-
narians found helpful. I assign two papers in the
first semester: a reflection on Anthony Bloom’s
Beginning to Pray, and a personal reflection on

the Our Father. In the second semester I ask them
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to compose a guided meditation on a Gospel pas-
sage either in the Sulpician style or in the Ignatian

style.
Spiritual Theology

The other course in spirituality that I teach is
called “Spiritual Theology.” Again, I am looking
for personal integration more than memoriza-
tion of information. In the first semester I ask
them to read Ronald Rohlheiser’s The Holy Long-
ing, which I consider a good contemporary ap-
proach to the spiritual life. We spend class time
discussing a chapter of the book each week. This
takes approximately half of the semester. In the
second half of the course I present major themes
from two schools of spirituality that I believe
have a great deal to offer to diocesan priests: the
French School and the Jesuit tradition. I also ask
them to do a reflection paper on a classic work of
spirituality that they can choose from a long list
of works on the subject. They can also choose a
book that is not on the list as long as they clear it
with me first. My goal is two-fold. Because every
vision of the spiritual life is rooted in a theologi-
cal tradition, the guiding question for their paper
is “What did this classic work teach you about
God, Christ, the Church and the human condi-
tion and what did you find helpful for your own
spiritual life.”

The syllabus describes the course as follows:
This course is meant as an introduc-

tion to the important ways that theology

and spirituality mutually inform and
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shape each other. Since the students in
this course are embarking on graduate
theological studies while preparing for
ordained ministry within the Church, it is
important for them to develop an ability
to integrate theology and spirituality that
informs both their academic lives and

priestly formation.

The desired learning outcomes are:

1. To understand the crucial relationship

between theology and spirituality.

2. To know the major features of Catholic

spirituality.

3. To grasp the vast diversity within Catho-

lic spirituality.

4. To comprehend the contributions of a
major spiritual writer within the Catholic
tradition.

5. To understand the links among the theo-
logical, spiritual, pastoral and personal

dimensions of priestly formation.

My experience of teaching these two courses
has been very rewarding. I am consistently im-
pressed by the seminarians’ active engagement of
the material. I find
their transparency in
speaking about their
own spiritual jour-
neys edifying and
challenging.

Lawrence Terrien, P.S.S.,

S.T.D. (lterrien@stmarys.edu) Father Terrien is a former

Superior General of the Society of the Priests of Saint Sul-
pice and Associate Professor of Systematic Theology at St.

Mary’s Seminary & University.

Get interviewed on WCAT Radio about
any of your projects in intellectual,
human, spiritual or pastoral formation!

Contact Dr. Sebastian Mahfood, OP, at a
mahfood@wecatradio.com
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https://www.wcatradio.com

17


mailto:lterrien@stmarys.edu

Teaching Philosophy

Teaching Philosophy in Today’s Seminary Context

in Today’'s Seminary Context

Peter Paul Seaton, Jr., Ph.D.

I've been teaching philosophy in a seminary con-
text for going on twenty years. In the main, my
experience has been fortunate, happy, and
blessed. The Lord has been good to me in calling
me to seminary teaching. I'm a better teacher and
a better Christian for it. In what follows, I will
share some observations, convictions, and prac-
tices that have proven effective for me and, more
importantly, for students, over that period. I
begin with the incoming students slotted for phil-
osophical studies in a pre-theology program, or,

as we now say, the Discipleship Stage.

Our challenge: unpromising soil

Philosophy itself typically begins with the
recognition of a conundrum or perplexity. The
one with which I begin is the large gap between
what the Church wants its seminarians to learn
during the course of philosophical studies and
what students are prepared to handle when they
embark upon philosophical studies in the Disci-
pleship Stage. The bluntest way to put the prob-
lem is that today’s students can’t read. Of course,
I don’t mean that they're illiterate (although
some are deeply “grammatically challenged”). I
mean “reading” in a rich normative sense. They
can’t engage with intellectually serious texts with

anything approaching adequate means. This in-

ability to read is in turn an indication of some-
thing deeper. They haven’t yet entered into pos-
session of their minds. They’re not truly self-
aware or intentional in their intellectual life. They
don’t have an explicit conception of how to con-
duct their minds in the essential human activities
of reading, speaking, and writing. In the language
of Church documents and Aristotelian-scholas-
tic philosophy, they lack the habitus (in the plu-
ral) of a well-formed mind. And since nature ab-
hors a vacuum, various ersatz substitutes have
occupied the territory.

To that, one must add that that there are huge

gaps in their knowledge, most relevantly in the

“The teacher is the humanities.

indispensable
transmitter and
translator of
something infinitely
greater than he is.
His job is to connect
that “infinitely
greater” with the

These include
not only lacu-
nae in Ameri-
can literature
and history,
but in western

literature and

often-disadvantaged | history. There
students before is no Homer,
him.” Sophocles,

Virgil, Dante,
Chaucer, Cervantes, or Goethe, no Achilles,
Odysseus, Oedipus, Aeneas, “Virgil,” Beatrice,
Wife of Bath, Knight, Don Quixote, Sancho
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Panza, Faust or Gretchen populating and nour-
ishing their imaginations, and precious little
Shakespeare and his galaxy of memorable crea-
tions. The battles of Thermopylae, Actium,
Tours, Lepanto, and Verdun mean nothing to
them. Where to locate an historical event or per-
sonage is a crapshoot, as they lack a chronologi-
cal framework in which to place them. When did
Homer live? Thales? Socrates? Moses? David?
Jeremiah? St. Augustine? Charlemagne? St.
Thomas? Richelieu? (“Rish-who?”) Cue the deer-
in-the headlights look.

Malformed and uninformed, they’re not just
pre-philosophical, they’re poorly tilled ground
with sinkholes and rocks. Philosophy is supposed
to take root and grow in that? Let’s be real. Let’s
be real about the steep decline of American edu-
cation and culture as evidenced in our students
Let’s be educators, not ostriches. Whatever phil-
osophical education is, it shouldn’t proceed on
the basis of a denial of the reality immediately be-
fore us. Rather, let us acknowledge the truth of
what Augustine said: Nam in quem locum
quisque ceciderit, ibi debet incumbere, ut surgat.
(In my translation: It’s from wherever anyone has
fallen that he has to steady himself, that he might
get up.') We live in a time of the cave beneath the
cave beneath the cave.? The way up and out is

long and arduous. The Church gives us two years.

! St. Augustine, De vera religione, XXIV, 45.
? Channeling Plato, Leo Strauss said of human beings
formed by modern philosophy, especially by positivism
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Sed contra: grounds of hope

After this downer of an introduction, where I
deliberately “forced the note” (i. e., exaggerated,
leaving out all qualifications and exceptions), it is
important to acknowledge that there are grounds
for hope. Indeed, there are solid grounds. In two
pregnant words, we can count on nature and on
grace. More expansively, there’s individual and
common nature and corporate and individual
grace. Despite the impact of original and per-
sonal sin and the deformations of culture, the hu-
man mind does have a natural bent toward truth.
The first line of Aristotle’s Metaphysics still rings
true. Natural curiosity still exists, and some stu-
dents are moved by an eros they cannot name.
Moreover, grace is always on offer, by definition
infinitely beyond what we can fathom. We’ve got
a lot going for us.

Still, human art is needed to cooperate with
them and lend them judicious support. In this
work of assistance, curriculum matters greatly,
but pedagogy is key. The teacher is the indispen-
sable transmitter and translator of something in-
finitely greater than he is. His job is to connect
that “infinitely greater” with the often-disadvan-

taged students before him.

A personal response

What follows is a selective report of how I per-

form this daunting task. The reader will take

and historicism, that they live in “the cave beneath the
cave.” In important respects, we today are even more
deeply removed from reality than was the case in Strauss’s
day.



from it what he or she finds useful. Pedagogy, I
believe, is deeply personal. My way is far from the
only way. Different assessments of students, dif-
ferent strengths of the instructor, different em-
phases in approach or content, will dictate other
paths. My approach here will be brief reports of
the three courses I teach in the first semester
(with sideline glances to others). First, however,
an overview of the three. It embodies the first
principle of my pedagogy, which is to present and

consider things as wholes with parts.

A tour d’horizon

The first course, Philosophy 101, is an intro-
duction to the philosophy curriculum as a whole.
It is the part that presents the whole. It provides
students with a roadmap for what lies ahead. As
such, it introduces the important notion of
“whole with parts” as an essential form for read-
ing, thinking, and speaking philosophically.

One thing the students learn in this overview
is that the philosophy curriculum is divided into
two main parts: a historical sequence that tracks
the history of western thought and a number of
philosophical disciplines. Next, therefore, I will
say some words about the first course in the his-
tory sequence, which deals with ancient and me-
dieval thought. Besides reenforcing the notion of
reading texts as wholes with parts, it introduces

the notion of “two tracks” of western civilization

? As Benedict XVI put the matter: “The encounter be-
tween the Biblical message and Greek thought did not hap-
pen by chance. The vision of Saint Paul, who saw the roads
to Asia barred and in a dream saw a Macedonian man plead
with him: "Come over to Macedonia and help us!" (cf. Acts
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that need to be followed in one’s study, and not
just in philosophy. The first track begins with the
ancient Greeks and the cultural (Homer & Hes-
iod) and political (the polis) developments that
occasioned the emergence of the distinctive hu-
man activity they were the first to call “philoso-
phia,” while the second is the history of Revela-
tion, starting among the ancient Jews. In other
words, “Jerusalem and Athens.”

Eventually these two tracks encountered each
other in the context of imperial Rome and pro-
duced a dramatic history of dispute, dialogue,
and enrichment conducted by figures such as
Philo of Alexandria, Justin Martyr and Philoso-
pher, Plotinus, Augustine, and Boethius, then
continued in different circumstances by Anselm,
Abelard, and the scholastics. The providential
coming together of these two tracks and their
subsequent career is the broad focus of the first
course in the historical sequence.’

Finally, I will say several words about the
Philosophical Anthropology course I teach. In
addition to the history sequence, Philosophy 101
introduces the students to the philosophical dis-
ciplines and their interconnections. They learn
that it’s not just “one damn thing” (or course) af-
ter another, but there’s an inner logic obtaining
among them. We learn in the ancient/medieval

course that philosophy was born in the discovery

16:6-10) - this vision can be interpreted as a "distillation" of
the intrinsic necessity of a rapprochement between Biblical
faith and Greek inquiry. In point of fact, this rap-
proachement had been going on for some time.” Benedict
XVI, The Regensburg Address.
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of the idea of Nature.* The ordo disciplinarum
echoes that discovery by beginning with the phi-
losophy of Nature, then proceeds from it. It is the
foundation upon which the edifice, or rather two
edifices, of the philosophy curriculum are built.

In the first edifice, after nature is investigated
philosophically, yielding fundamental categories
and principles such as material-and-form, act-
and-potency, and four-fold causality, the philo-
sophical mind turns toward a distinctive nature
among Nature. It turns in a dispassionate but
highly interested way to human nature. In turn,
the philosophical anthropology course serves as
the predicate for a series of courses that consider
aspects of human nature in greater specificity and
detail. These are epistemology, philosophical eth-
ics, and social philosophy, which consider man as
knower, as agent, and as social or communal.
Philosophical anthropology is thus a pivotal
course in the curriculum. It effects the transition
from nature in general to man specifically and
prepares for further disciplinary considerations.
And there’s even more to the course’s work of
mediation.

I teach the course in consultation with a col-
league who teaches theological anthropology and
moral theology. I ask him, “What do you need
from me for your courses? ‘Natural law.” Got it.
‘Conscience.” Got it.” Curricular coordination
and coherence need to exist not only within the
philosophy curriculum but between philosophy
and the systematic theology courses. Metaphysics

* See Laurence Berns, “Rational Animal/Political Ani-
mal,” Essays in Honor of Jacob Klein (1976).

* “In God, the least form of being (relation) is the max-
imum form.” Inherent in this formula is the entire
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saying about the Aristotelian category of “rela-
tion” in connection with the Persons of the
blessed Trinity: “In Deo, ens minimum (relatio)
est ens maximum.”> Students benefit from these
self-conscious coordinations, which reenforce
their experience and expand their understanding
of seminary education as an integrated “whole
with parts.” The Program for Priestly Formation
mandates that “The academic curriculum as a
whole should have a discernible and coherent
unity” (PPF, #194). We teachers need to work to
make that coherence and unity visible to stu-
dents.

To summarize this opening overview: As I
conduct them, each of these courses explicitly ad-
dresses “where the students really are” and tries
to bring them along step-by-step so that they can

grow not just in content-acquisition but in

adventure of the Christian faith’s encounter with pagan
thought. What was ontologically weakest (relation) became
the strongest, what was strongest (substance), was seen as
utterly dependent.



justified self-confidence, that is, in the self-
awareness and habitus (plural) required for phil-
osophical thinking. I do this principally by teach-
ing an ars legendi, whereby we apprentice our-
selves to minds greater than our own and closely
track and reflect on how they conduct theirs. In
other words, we cultivate critical docility. Two
years is barely enough, but the frequent result is
a student who is better aware of what the life of
the mind consists in, who is aware of the require-
ments of what we could call “the Catholic intel-
lect.” This type of intelligence has distinctive
learning, distinctive interests, and a distinctive
bent of mind - and is aware of the reasons for
that distinctiveness and is personally convinced
by them. The Catholic intellect is more than a
philosophical mind, but it necessarily includes

the latter.

The Church as Reason-Giving Authority

Students come to seminary with any number
of emotions and questions. The first course in the
philosophy curriculum, Philosophy 101, ad-
dresses some of the important ones. It lets the
student know that it’s okay to have these ques-
tions and to feel these emotions. Moreover, he
learns that the seminary and the Church have an-
ticipated them and have answers to their ques-
tions. And not just answers to take on faith, but
intellectually cogent ones. In this, he has an expe-

rience of a special type of Institution and a special

¢ See footnote #3 above. A capital point on which the
pagan and the biblical traditions agree is that to live a hu-
man life is to be under the obligation “to give an account”
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type of Authority. The Church gives commands
(“Study philosophy for two years”), but it ex-
plains its commands. (Sometimes at great
length). Here is a very concrete example of the
character of the Church as an Institution doubly
committed to logos, to divine Logos and human
logos.*

The course accordingly begins by raising the
question, at once general and personal: Why does
the Church want you to study philosophy? The
student’s natural curiosity is piqued and his self-
interest addressed.

To pursue it, we read and discuss three texts:
the “Decree on the Reform of the Ecclesiastical
Study of Philosophy” promulgated by the Con-
gregation for Catholic Education in 2011; the sec-
tion in the USCCB’s Program of Priestly For-
mation on “Intellectual Formation” (with special
attention to what it says about the study of phi-
losophy); and a text by Monsignor Robert
Sokolowski aptly entitled “Philosophy in the
Seminary Curriculum.” The texts wear their rel-
evance on their sleeve, while reading and reflect-
ing upon them reveal important consonances
and interesting differences among them. In the
first two, we listen to authoritative bodies in the
Church speak to the question, while the third is
the confirming and explicating voice of a profes-
sional philosopher. Moreover, in reading the
texts, the student encounters a concrete applica-
tion of the attitude of the centurion of St. Luke’s

Gospel (“I too am a man under authority.”) that

(logon didonai) of oneself. Cf. Plato’s Apology of Socrates
(39 c-d) and Romans 14:12. The Lord Jesus himself is rather
demanding in this regard. Cf. Matthew 12, 37.
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“Sound philosophy applies to the

is a necessary
bridge between the
faith of the Church
and the ills of
contemporary
culture.”

teacher as well
as the student.
We are both
doing what the
Church tells us
to do. This Au-
thority, how-

ever, gives reasons for its command and rather

extensive guidance for its execution.

The Church, philosophy, and the domi-
nant culture

Philosophical studies are necessary, the
Church explains, for purposes of intellectual for-
mation, which is part of human formation, for
subsequent theological studies, and for future
pastoral ministry. Here, it is impossible to delve
into all the reasons the Church gives. But two
things about the Church’s “case for philosophy”
should be noted, as they further illustrate the
fruitfulness of the principle of considering things
as wholes with parts. Starting with the Decree, in
all three texts, seminary education in philosophy
is situated at the nexus of the Church, its work of
evangelization, and contemporary culture. Why?

In ways detailed by the texts,” contemporary

7 Written during the pontificates of Saint John Paul II
and Benedict XVI, these texts rehearse characteristic
themes and formulations of those two learned pontiffs, in-

» <«

cluding diagnoses of “scientism,” “the dictatorship of rela-
tivism,” and an unreasonable “self-limiting” of the scope of
reason by reason itself. See the reference in footnote # 16.

¥ Joshua Mitchell, America Awakening: Identity Poli-
tics and Other Afflictions of Our Time (Encounter Books,

2020).
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culture is misologistic and hence ill-suited to hear
and understand the Gospel of the Incarnate
Logos. In keeping with her own nature as profess-
ing a “reasonable faith,” the Church wishes to
equip her ministers to be able to diagnose and
minister to the rational ills - the ills of reason - of
contemporary culture. This means that they
must know both the health of reason and its man-
ifold contemporary diseases. Sound philosophy
is a necessary bridge between the faith of the
Church and the ills of contemporary culture.
The present, however, is not the only dimen-
sion of reality subject to contemporary intellec-

tual darkening. The past is obscured as well.

Custodes memoriae

In contemporary America, democratic pre-
sentism is increasingly overlaid by partisan ob-
fuscation and ideological tendentiousness.
Tocqueville analyzed the former in his magiste-
rial Democracy in America, while Joshua Mitchell
recently dissected contemporary racialist “woke-
ness” in America Awakening.® Ideologically falsi-
tied history and the loss of cultural memory are
serious threats to humane and civilized existence,
as civilization and our very humanity itself re-

quire life-giving connections with the past.’

® For a recent reflection on this theme, see Wilfred
McClay, “The Claims of Memory,” www.firstthings.org/
Jan/2022. “Santayana was not concerned here with the pu-
tative “lessons of history,” about whose precise contents he
was always skeptical and circumspect. He was speaking of
something more fundamental, more elemental, more an-
thropological. He was designating memory as a central pre-
condition for a mature, civilized way of life—a subject
about which he knew a great deal.”


http://www.firstthings.org/%20Jan/2022
http://www.firstthings.org/%20Jan/2022

Today, however, the past is all-too-often reduced
to a catalogue of errors and sins against contem-
porary moralistic pieties and ideological diktats.
In countering this loss and this mendacity, the
Church has a special role to play with its own ca-
pacious memory, its expertise in judging the
deeds of fallible humans, and its placing of all hu-
man cultures and agents under the judgment of
God Almighty.

In the restoration of civilizational memory,
the study of the history of philosophy has its spe-
cial contributions to make. These include re-
calling inestimable glories of the west, starting
with philosophy and political life themselves, as
well as the various criteria that it has forged to
measure and judge itself.'° It could be argued that
western civilization is characterized by a unique
capacity for self-criticism.

Accordingly, there is a dimension to the his-
torical sequence of courses that I call “essential
elements of the history of western civilization.”
To speak succinctly: the philosophers lived at dis-
tinct times and places, which they subjected to
searching scrutiny. To understand their thought,
we must pay attention to the human world in
which they lived, how they approached it, and
how they judged it. They turn out to be privileged
guides to the civilizational adventure which is the

west.

10 Cf. Pierre Manent, Seeing Things Politically (St. Au-
gustine Press, 2015), translated by Ralph C. Hancock, with
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Phasis, logos, koin6nia

My design of the history sequence of courses
(ancient/medieval//modern) aims to combine
three factors. What is a plausible account of west-
ern philosophical development? What do stu-
dents need from philosophy for theological stud-
ies? And, finally, what can they realistically be ex-
pected to handle? Too much on the plate leads to
intellectual indigestion and worse.

Avoiding that prospect prompts me to select
three focal topics (with others gravitating around
them) and to trace them throughout the history
sequence. The title of this section indicates these
main themes in their original Greek philosophi-
cal names. “Nature,” “intelligible speech,” and
“human community.” Aristotle brought them to-
gether in his famous dictum that “man, by na-
ture, is the polis-animal because the logos-ani-
mal.”"* On their basis, pre-Socratic phusiologia
and cosmologia, Socratic dialogia and dialectics,
Aristotelian epistemé and sophia, and the polis
(real and idealized) come to sight and lay down
predicates for retracing the subsequent history of
philosophy. Different views of Nature, different
conceptions of philosophy and its starting points,
methods, departments, and achievements, and
different forms of authoritative human associa-
tion, constitute different epochs of the western
adventure. When Nature becomes Creation and
the Aristotelian nous-god or the Platonic One be-

comes the God who creates by speaking (Genesis

an Introduction by Daniel ]J. Mahoney, “What is the
West?,” pp. 171-180.
W politics, 1, 2.

24



Seminary Journal

1), or the Trinity that Understands and Loves
with perfect adequacy, then a new period in the
west has, in principle, begun. And when both are
contested, philosophical modernity has declared
itself.

In order to retrace the authoritative commu-
nities of the west, I employ Pierre Manent’s no-
tion of “political forms.”** The ancient world
knew two natural political forms, the city and the
empire, while the modern period saw the rise of
a distinctive political form, the nation-state. The

nation-state is, of course, a major bone of conten-
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Nature, I enlist a variety of primary texts and
well-known scholars who together help retrace
the general concepts of Nature - elemental mate-
rial, teleological, created, mechanistic, evolution-
ary, and quantum - that have punctuated west-
ern thinking. As for logos, in addition to what I
indicated above, the logical forms of S is P and
genus-species, and the requirements of defining,

are brought to light in the first semester and

'2 Metamorphoses of the City: On the Western Dynamic
(Harvard, 2013). For modern political philosophy, in
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constantly reenforced. How I do so merits its

own section.

Texts exhibit fundamental forms of
thought

Sis P is the fundamental unit of intelligibility:
merely uttering a name doesn’t articulate a
thought, it merely preps an object for predica-
tion; and a predicate needs its subject to inhere in
the world. The two must become one to form a
whole and do the work of logos. In keeping with
my focus on an ars legendi, the notion of S is P is
first introduced as a way to identify the rationale
for parts of a text. A new part (whether paragraph
or section) is called for if either the S or the P
changes in the course of an argument. Once they
grasp the concept, students are amazed at how
much more fruitful reading is. The text becomes
more memorable, because more intelligible. In
turn, this experience of the intelligible articula-
tion of texts can be applied to things. The French
political philosopher Claude Lefort coined a fine
phrase for this movement: vers le texte et vers le
monde.

Aristotle opens the Politics, the Nicomachean
Ethics, and the Metaphysics with what I call ge-
nus-species “sweeps” where a focal topic - the po-
lis, politiké, and sophia - is at the peak of a series
of human associations, dynamic skills, or forms
of knowledge. At the beginning of each of these
fundamental texts, the same intellectual opera-

tion is at work. Employing it three times cannot

addition to primary texts, I use his An Intellectual History
of Liberalism (Princeton, 1995).



be an accident. It indicates how thought ought to
begin an investigation: situate your subject
within its appropriate genus, then work to specify
it. Certainly this was a lesson that Thomas drew
from Aristotle.

Thomas’s definitions of virtue (Q. 55) and
law (Q. 90) in the Summa theologiae further indi-
cate the terminus ad quem of genus-species
thinking, which is to define the essence of some-
thing by way of its four causes. Here logic and be-
ing reach out to complement one another. Defi-
nition gives thinking its point and being its
crown.

In coming to terms with these logical forms,
the ars legendi is at work, noting patterns in how
Aristotle opens a discussion, accounting for the
fact that one paragraph succeeds another in ac-
cordance with a change of S or P, and retracing
the progression of thought in the titles of the ar-
ticles that make up Thomas’s quaestiones. In the
instances given above (virtue and law), by follow-
ing their article titles one observes the topic being
located in a genus, then further specified, and fi-
nally defined by causal analysis. Thomas was a
past master at thinking. In observing closely how
he conducted his mind, we are instructed in how

to conduct our own.

Thomas X 2

Two other features therefore further charac-
terize the history sequence. In the first course
(ancient/medieval), Thomas is presented as the
culmination of the meeting and engagement be-
tween the two tracks (“Jerusalem and Athens”)

mentioned above, and in the second (modern)
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course, he is paired with a series of modern phi-
losophers on topics central to each philosopher.
Thomas’s definition of virtus in Question 55 of
the Summa theologiae is contrasted with Machi-
avelli’s concept of princely virtii in Il Principe, the
two Thomases, Thomas Aquinas and Thomas
Hobbes, dispute the question of the nature of nat-
ural law, and so on. Both out of personal convic-
tion and the strong recommendation (verging on
requirement) of Church authorities, Thomas is
given a certain pride of place even in the history
sequence. The advantages of employing him in
these ways are multiple. The first way - as culmi-
nation - has him considering all of the intellectual
and spiritual developments of the west to his day
and undertaking the gigantic task of synthesizing
them. That is a magnificent (if daunting) lesson
for us today. Thomas shows what it takes to put
the small “c” in Catholic, being open to all signif-
icant voices on a topic, while being faithful to the
received Faith and advancing our understanding
of it.

In other words, a close reading of Thomas re-
veals that he is at once deeply conservative and a
bold innovator. The text with which the first his-
tory course ends, Question 1 of the Summa theo-
logiae on sacra doctrina, is a fine example of this
dual attitude. In articulating “sacred doctrine,”
Thomas employs Aristotelian categories to draw
out meaning and truth from Sacred Scripture
that the traditional ways of reading the Bible did
not and could not. He thus answers legitimate
worries of Traditionally-minded theologians
about the propriety of engaging with the pagan

philosopher and parries the thrusts of “mere
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Aristotelians” such as Siger of Brabant. The con-
temporary relevance of this example of “creative
fidelity” (the phrase is Gabriel Marcel’s) is fairly
easy to spell out in class.

Secondly, the use of Thomas as a regular foil
to modern philosophers makes him relevant to
modern life in a way that prepares students to
bring Thomas to bear on contemporary issues
and debates. They practice answering the ques-
tion, WWTS?, in connection with the founding
fathers of modernity. Thomas on Descartes’s
strategic bifurcation of the human person into
ego cogitans and res extensa is good preparation
for transgenderism. Thomas and Kant on what
constitutes human dignity is good preparation
for addressing Justice Kennedy’s dignitarian ju-
risprudence in Political Philosophy. To be sure,
there are limits to this Thomistic pairing and

preparation.

The need for other authors

I have great respect for Thomas and I have
certain reservations about his thought (whether
it be his interpretations of Plato and Aristotle, his
commitment to premodern astronomy and cos-
mology (which, truth be told, is fairly low-hang-
ing fruit), or the place of political philosophy in
his “division of the sciences”). The reservations
are implied in the title above. They can be also
summed up in the recognition that Thomas did
not directly encounter modern science and mod-

ern culture, so we need more direct assistance in

" Ryan Anderson, When Harry Became Sally: Re-
sponding to the Transgender Movement (Encounter, 2018).
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dealing with them. For example, he did not know
what modern science can tell us about sexual di-
morphism. On that important matter, we need
other authors, such as Ryan Anderson."

To be sure, the core content and main thread
of the philosophical anthropology course is the
Roman Church’s traditional teaching on human
nature, which means that it is largely Thomistic.
Hylomorphism, the general powers of the soul,
the analytic schema of power-act-and-object, the
“rational powers” (ratio itself and “the rational
appetite” or will), natural law, conscience, and
the last end of man - all these find their place in
the course, all are studied under Thomas’s tute-
lary gaze. But certain considerations, both peda-
gogical and substantive, prompt me to supple-
ment him with other authors. In the first place
with Leon Kass, in a second with then-Cardinal
Joseph Ratzinger, and a third with Germain

Grisez. Let me explain.

Kass’s contribution

In discussing the topic of human nature, or
the human person today, several circumstances
already shape the discussion. The issue of
transgenderism alluded to above can stand for a
host of such factors. Sound pedagogy requires
that they be taken into account. Thomas needs
contemporary assistance to bridge the gap.

We therefore begin the course with Leon
Kass’s magisterial essay, “Thinking about the

[Human] Body.”"* I do so for four reasons. Kass,

4 Leon Kass, Toward a More Natural Science (The Free
Press, 1988).



unlike Thomas, is aware of the culturally domi-
nant views of the human body and directly ad-
dresses them; he provides an alternative philo-
sophical way of thinking about the body than that
provided by modern science and cultural relativ-
ism; he thoughtfully lays out the marvelous na-
ture of the human body, at once dignified and
vulnerable, a fit object of pride, but also of human
chagrin and even shame. And, last, what he says
about human upright posture is remarkably con-
sonant with Thomas’s discussion of “the suitabil-
ity of the disposition of the human body” in the
Summa theologiae (Q. 91, 3). Here, unassisted
natural reason echoes and develops what
Thomas said in a theological key.

In our contemporary setting, where the na-
ture of the human person is widely contested and
universal truths about it are often said to be un-
attainable, starting with obvious features and
characteristics of the human body secures a fairly
stable beginning for further considerations of the
human. This beachhead secured, then Thomas
can be brought in to complement, and in some
ways enrich, Kass’s discussion. For example,
Thomas links the body’s character and character-
istics to man’s distinctive “rational soul,” which
Kass intimates but shies away from affirming. Be-
tween Kass and Thomas, then, one can orches-
trate a dialogue that fruitfully involves medieval,
modern, and contemporary thoughts and think-
ers. In the exchange, Aristotelian hylomorphism

is vindicated, but also enlarged. Indeed, one is

15 On Conscience (National Catholic Bioethics Center
& Ignatius Press, 2007).
16 Paul Seaton, “Benedict XVI on Secular Culture,

Technological Rationality, and Contemporary Liberty,” in
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pointed to aspects of human nature that trans-
cend the categories of natural philosophy derived
from lower nature. The need to employ a term
like “person” in connection with human nature
surfaces. As we go through the course, that reality
and that need become ever more prominent.
Cardinal Ratzinger makes it thematic in two lec-

tures on conscience that we read.?

Ratzinger’s cultural analysis and retrieval

Modern science and modern culture loom
large in Ratzinger’s thinking about all issues to-
day, including the human person. His general
concept of “secular culture” analyzes the frame-
work within which man is predominantly viewed
today, and over against which he argues for truer
views of the human person, society, and human-
ity.'s In the opening lecture of On Conscience, he
first presents this central human faculty in its
contemporary secular and theological versions
and, in a characteristically socratic move, points
out the untoward consequences from them that
prompt one to revisit their premises and indeed
the topic itself. Having thus reopened the quid
sit? question concerning conscience, he moves to
retrieve older and truer traditional understand-
ings (supplemented by insights of contemporary
psychology and philosophy). In a wonderful fit
between what he talks about (conscience) and
how he goes about talking about it (in the first

person), this essential feature of our humanity is

Jerusalem, Athens, and Rome: Essays in Honor of Fr. James
V. Schall, S. J. (St. Augustine Press, 2013).
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discussed in strikingly personal terms, that is,
both autobiographically and biographically, be-
fore being laid out more systematically. Recogni-
tion of this artful move by an expert writer is an-
other insight of a developing ars legendi.

While not a Thomist, Ratzinger dutifully
sketches Thomas’s understanding of conscience
during the course of the systematic exposition.
But his mind and preferences are elsewhere.
Conscience is alternatively, or successively, pre-
sented by him as a “window or door” that opens
human subjectivity to the wider world of “being
and human solidarity,” as a compelling inner
“voice” that commands and judges in ways that
go beyond the warrants of any merely human
voice, and (much like the human capacity for
speech) as an “organ” that is both an essential
part of our human endowment and in need of
regular cultivation, both communal and per-
sonal. Alas, “the modern liberal view” of man, so-
ciety, and authority, taken to an extreme in “sec-
ular culture,” denies or distorts all of that. Even
worse, certain theological voices within the
Church have adopted this erroneous view of con-
science with disastrous consequences for souls.
So much is at stake in what the Church appropri-
ates from the ambient culture! Accordingly, one
of the chief tasks of a good philosophical educa-
tion is to provide students with the intellectual
resources to take the measure of ambient ideas,
to be able to retrace what Lord Acton called the
“irritating pedigree of ideas.”

A closing Epilogue, “Conscience and Grace,”
places the dictates and judgments of conscience

within a greater economy of speakers and speech.
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Left to itself, the final word of conscience is in-
dictment, as all of us have a burden of guilt that
we cannot remove. In the revelation of Jesus
Christ, however, the inner word of indictment re-
veals itself to be more fundamentally a Word of
forgiveness and welcome. Thus does the philo-
sophical theologian of the creative Logos close the
circle that begins with the inner life of the Trinity
and ends with that same creative Logos having

“pitched His tent among us.” Tout se tient.

Contemporary contexts for natural law

In the Thomistic understanding of con-
science, conscience presupposes natural law.
Natural law is certainly an essential part of the in-

tellectual patrimony of the Church. Ratzinger,

h : o :
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day and liberal theologians are past masters at
calling it into question, especially in sexual mat-
ters. At the other end of the spectrum, important
debates over its very nature are current among its
proponents. It is in these varied contexts that we
approach natural law in the course. Here, my aim
is two-fold. First, to consider Thomistic texts that
are essential for anyone who wishes to participate

in the debates, and secondly to provide some



guidance vis-a-vis the debates. I do so first by
reading Questions 90, 91, 1 & 2, and 94, 2 of the
Summa theologiae."” Other texts, of course, merit
consideration, but time constraints preclude
them. On the other hand, these particular texts
nicely display another characteristic feature of
philosophizing: its ambition to think all things

together in a comprehensive way.

Primary texts

Question 90 on “the essence of law” provides
a first normative understanding of the nature of
law that any claim for “natural law” must fulfill.
Question 91, articles 1 & 2, then provide another
overarching framework for understanding natu-
ral law, to begin with, its eternal paradigm and
source, “eternal law,” which is God’s own “regu-
latory scheme” (my phrase) for all of creation.
Existing in God’s Mind, however, it has to be
promulgated, it has to be applied to those it reg-
ulates. This application occurs at creation and is
natural law in its initial meaning: the “imprint-
ing” of eternal law on created natures. In
Thomas’s initial presentation, natural law pre-
supposes the world as composed of divinely-cre-
ated natures, each with divinely-inscribed natu-
ral “inclinations” to their “proper activities and
ends.” In other words, Nature is not mere Nature,
but created Nature, and it is thoroughly teleolog-
ical. Put yet another way, the initial notion of nat-

ural law presupposes a certain natural

7 Question 90, “on the essence of law”; Question 91, 1
& 2, “Is there such a thing as eternal law?” and “Is there
such a thing as natural law in us?”; Question 94, 2,”Does
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philosophy and a creationist metaphysics. The
cognitive burden for defending natural law is, ac-
cordingly, quite heavy.

Remarkably, though, 91, 2 indicates that this
initial or most general notion of natural law is not
the “proper” understanding of natural law. The
“proper” understanding is more specific, it is re-
stricted to “the rational creature,” man. Because
of his reason, he can “participate” in the divine
regulatory Reason. The natural light of reason is
illumined by divine Light and in that compound
light man can distinguish good from bad, bonum
from malum, which is the proper work of natural
law. The reader cannot help but notice that the
second formulation both expands and narrows
the nature and work of natural law. It expands it:
natural reason is not merely natural, it is “partic-
ipatory” in the summa ratio in Deo existens; it
narrows it: its focus now is on goods and evils
connected with human nature, not on the whole
of creation. This “narrowing” and “expanding”
continue in the locus classicus for understanding
Thomas on natural law, Q. 94, 2.

There, the fundamental principle of practical
reason, the good, is paralleled with the funda-
mental principle of speculative reason, being, and
then spelled out in terms of three generic types of
goods to which human nature is naturally in-
clined. Remarkably, the last type contains two
sorts of rational goods, the good of knowing the
truth about God, or the ultimate Cause of all
things, and the good of living in society, as the

the natural law contain many precepts, or just one pre-
cept?”.
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fulfillment of our social nature. Thus, 94, 2 brings
full circle the understanding of man as the ra-
tional social animal that was the ground of Ques-
tion 90 on the definition of law. There, law was
the work of and response to this dual character of
man.

With the foregoing, the student has acquired
enough of an understanding of Thomas on natu-
ral law to engage critically with modern philoso-
phers’ subsequent reworkings of the same. More
importantly, he learns that natural law’s strength
is also a limitation. In 94, 2, Thomas is clear that
natural law grasps the general precepts, the most
common principles, of human action: health is
good; procreation of new life (and its rearing) is
good; truth is good; social comity is good. That
generality is its strength and its indispensable
contribution. But since human action always
takes place in the concrete, natural law’s deliver-
ances must be supplemented to become realized.
This is what human law and prudence do for a
particular people and a particular individual. In
other words, one should not ask of natural law
more than it can deliver. The intellectual virtues
of prudence and legislative craftmanship are also
required.

Thomas further adds that since human na-
ture is ordained to an end above that nature’s
power and reach, it must needs receive authori-
tative guidance from Above. This is the work of
Divine Law. Admittedly, this is a huge addition,

one rife with complications.

18 James Carey, Natural Reason and Natural Law (Re-
source Publications, 2019); Steven V, Jensen, Knowing the
Natural Law (The Catholic University of America Press,
2015).
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The natural law debates and the final de-
bate

As the last comment indicates, there are
many issues that surface in these texts on natural
law (all of which I pretermitted), and even more
that emerge in contemporary debates among
self-declared proponents of St. Thomas. In class,
I walk a fine line between conveying settled
points and acknowledging debatable and debated
ones. This requires sketching the debate between
the so-called New Natural Lawyers and their
more traditional critics, as well as indicating what
I consider the best of the contemporary discus-
sion.™

This entails the introduction of Germain
Grisez into the course. He was the patriarch of
the NNLs. He then reappears in the last unit of
the course on “the last end of man.” Having de-
veloped an understanding of human nature and
the human person during the course of the
course, the question naturally arises: what would
be this rational nature’s, this embodied person’s,
purpose and fulfillment? Thomas provided the
classic answer to this question - “the beatific vi-
sion” - at the beginning of the Second Part of the
Summa theologiae, in Questions 1-5, while Grisez
famously took issue with that answer in an article
pointedly entitled “The True Ultimate End of
Human Beings: The Kingdom, Not God
Alone.”” Tellingly, Grisez did so in the names of

both philosophy and Scripture. He argued that

¥ “The True Ultimate End of Human Beings: The
Kingdom, Not God Alone,” Theological Studies 69 (2008),
pp. 38-61.



Thomas’s teaching was philosophically inade-
quate and that it failed to cohere with the witness
of Scripture and the prayer of the Church. Here
is a Catholic instance of amicus Plato, sed magis

amica veritas.

A Catholic socratic ending

Such a fundamental debate between Catholic
thinkers is a fitting finale to the course for several
reasons. Chief among them is a personal experi-
ence on the part of students of an essential ele-
ment of philosophical self-awareness: Socratic
“human wisdom,” that is, knowledge of one’s ig-
norance.”” To mix metaphors: they’re at the adult
table, but candor requires them to acknowledge
that they’re not yet ready for prime time.

Because it is a legitimate debate, students
cannot simply rely on authority. Each must think
for himself. In engaging it, he has to bring to bear
what he has learned in the course, starting with
how to read. Having both authors’ texts before
him, he can, indeed must, ask, does Grisez ade-
quately represent Thomas’s argument? If not,
what’s missing? And to what effect? On the other
hand, Grisez’s Kingdom-critique requires one to
revisit the Thomistic texts and ask, what use does
Thomas make of Scripture in his argument? And
how is it related to an otherwise philosophical ar-
gument, one based upon philosophical anthro-
pology (and, we have to add, a creationist meta-
physics)?

What ensues is a discussion among students,

each putting forth his best understanding, each

20 Plato’s Apology of Socrates, 29b.
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open to others’ views, including their criticisms.
Different mindsets emerge. Some students fall
back on (their understanding of) Scripture. They
haven’t internalized the great lesson of the an-

cient-medieval history course, that the Catholic

faith combines

“[T]he great
lesson of the
ancient-medieval
history course
[is] that the
Catholic faith
combines faith
and reason—it’s
not based solely
on Scriptura.

faith and reason—
it’s not based solely
on Scriptura. This
is an important
discovery for stu-
dent and teacher
alike. Some fall
back on (their un-
derstanding of) au-

thority: ~ Thomas

This is an o .
. . dixit, ita est. But in
important dis- ,
the fray of discus-
covery for

sion, they have to
student and Y

. defend that 1
teacher alike.” clend that appea

to authority. They

have to philosophize.

Sooner or later, all have to deal with the actual
progression of Thomas’s argument (omitted by
Grisez), and all have to take stock of its discipli-
nary components and strategic distinctions. This
starts with the philosophical anthropology he
presents and the metaphysics of esse and essence,
and the “diffusive Good,” that he invokes to com-
plement it, and continues with the strategic dis-
tinctions he makes to render his position clearer
and more cogent. Happiness in “this present life”

is distinguished from happiness “in the next life”;
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and what’s “essential to happiness” is distin-
guished from with what’s “required” for it and
“consequent” upon it, both in this life and the
next. It’s in their light that the partial character of
Grisez’s critique shows itself and thus can be sub-
ject to scrutiny in turn.

Each iteration of the course ends differently,
depending upon the composition of the class and
the course of the discussion. But three things typ-
ically are the same. The students see how far
they’ve come in the short span of one semester;
their appetites are whetted for subsequent

courses in the philosophy curriculum (including

Metaphysics and Modern Philosophy); and they
look forward to their scripture courses with these
new reading techniques and the concepts and is-
sues that philosophy has brought to their atten-
tion in mind. Not
bad results for a
first semester of
philosophical

studies. Nature,
grace, and art
have done their

work yet again.

Peter Paul Seaton, Jr., Ph.D. (pseaton@stmarys.edu) Doc-
tor Seaton holds The Barbara and Richard Fisher Chair
for Catholic Social Thought and is Professor of Philoso-
phy at St. Mary’s Seminary & University.

The Institute for Theological
Encounter with Science and
Technology hosts monthly
webinars via Zoomon a
variety of faith/science topics
of interest to faculty and
seminarians alike.

Visit https://faithscience.org
toregister. Clergy and
religious sisters may
participate at no cost.
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Teaching Liturgy in Seminary

James M. Starke, Ph.D.
Introduction

In June 2022 two documents were promulgated
with important consequences for teaching liturgy
in the seminary. On June 24", the Solemnity of
the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist, the sixth
edition of the Program of Priestly Formation in
the United States of America was promulgated in
response to the 2016 edition of the Ratio Funda-
mentalis Institutionis Sacerdotalis." A few days
later on June 29", the Solemnity of Saints Peter
and Paul, Pope Francis promulgated the Apos-
tolic Letter Desiderio desideravi on the Liturgical
Formation of the People of God.?

The aim of this article is to revisit Vatican II’s
foundational vision for teaching liturgy in semi-
naries and religious houses of studies in light of
the directions and challenges offered by the up-
dated Program of Priestly Formation and by Pope
Francis in Desiderio desideravi. First, we situate
the intellectual study of liturgy as one component
of liturgical formation. In this section, Pope
Francis’ vision for liturgical formation provides

framework for approaching liturgical studies,

! United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Pro-
gram of Priestly Formation in the United States of America,
6™ ed. (Washington: USCCB, 2022); Congregation for the
Clergy, The Gift of the Priestly Vocation: Ratio Fundamen-
talis Institutionis Sacerdotalis (Vatican City: L’Osservatore
Romano, 2016). Henceforth, Program of Priestly Formation
is cited as PPF with article numbers.

couched within the broader four-dimensional
framework articulated in the Program of Priestly
Formation. Second, we examine the study of lit-
urgy under its interconnected theological, histor-
ical, juridical, spiritual, and pastoral aspects.
Here, general comments about the study of each
aspect open into considerations of how chal-
lenges suggested by Pope Francis might be ad-

dressed in teaching.

Liturgical Formation

In Desiderio desideravi Pope Francis calls for
a “serious and vital liturgical formation” that
leads the entire People of God to “the contempla-
tion of the beauty and truth of Christian celebra-
tion” and to each member’s conformation to
Christ.? Francis himself provides “prompts or
cues for reflections”™ by articulating a twofold ap-
proach to liturgical formation (formation for lit-
urgy and formation by liturgy), by identifying
theological foundations for formation, by diag-
nosing pastoral and spiritual maladies large and

small, and by challenging all believers to engage

% Pope Francis, “Apostolic Letter Desiderio desideravi
on the Liturgical Formation of the People of God” (29 June
2022) https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost
_letters/documents/20220629-lettera-ap-desiderio-desid-
eravi.html. Henceforth, Desiderio desideravi is cited as DD
with article numbers.

> DD 27 (heading) and DD 1; also see DD 41.

‘DD1.
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in the process. The pope’s approach to liturgical
formation revitalizes for new generations and
new ecclesial contexts that herculean revisioning
of liturgical studies articulated by the fathers of
the Second Vatican Council in the Constitution
Sacrosanctum Concilium on the Sacred Liturgy.’

The fathers of Vatican II directed that the
study of liturgy “be ranked among the compul-
sory and major courses in seminaries and reli-

gious houses of studies” and “be taught under its

“Each theological theologi-
discipline contributes to cal, his-
formation for liturgy torical,
because through theo- | SPiritual
logical studies the pastoral,
worshipping believer and ju-
can better understand ridical
and appropriate the as-
mysteries celebrated.” pects.”
These

two aims were the fruits of the twentieth-century
liturgical movement, and their enshrinement in a
conciliar constitution was a turning point at a
time when seminary instruction in liturgy con-
sisted largely in attaining rubrical competency.
Six decades on, Pope Francis reminds the Church
of the continuing importance of the conciliar vi-

sion,” and the Program for Priestly Formation

*> Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, “Consti-
tution Sacrosanctum Concilium on the Sacred Liturgy” (4
Dec 1963) https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii
_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sac-
rosanctum-concilium_en.html. Henceforth, Sacrosanctum
Concilium is cited as SC with article numbers.
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instantiates it for liturgical studies in seminaries
and religious houses of the United States.®

Like the conciliar fathers, Francis also con-
nects liturgy with the wider theological for-
mation of seminarians. The pope appeals to “the
extraordinary capacity that the actual celebration
has in itself to offer an organic and unified vision
of all theological knowledge” in order to restate
the conciliar vision that “[e]very discipline of the-
ology, each from its own perspective, must show
its own intimate connection with the Liturgy in
light of which the unity of priestly formation is
made clear and realized.” Each theological disci-
pline contributes to formation for liturgy because
through theological studies the worshipping be-
liever can better understand and appropriate the
mysteries celebrated.

In addition to theological formation, we
might also consider the human, spiritual, broader
intellectual, and pastoral dimensions of seminary
formation as part of liturgical formation. This be-
comes important for responding to specific chal-
lenges observed by Pope Francis, such as the loss
of man’s symbolic capacity and a lack of appreci-
ation for “the beauty of the truth of liturgy.” Hu-
man formation is the foundation upon which
other dimensions “can be received and lived.”*
The spiritual dimension includes the celebration

of liturgy but also includes non-liturgical

SC 16; cf. PPF 341.

7 For example, see DD 16, 29-31.

8 PPF 241.

DD 37; also see SC 16 and PPF 291.e-f.
10 PPF 116.


https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii

components that provide formation for liturgy.
In addition to their spiritual fruits, devotions fa-
miliarize seminarians with communal praying
and symbolic languages, and guidance for per-
sonal and communal prayer is received in spir-
itual direction. Theological formation is built
upon other disciplines that are addressed as part
of intellectual formation more broadly (for ex-
ample, philosophy), and theology receives in-
sights from them. The pastoral dimension pro-
vides lived experiences of the Word of God and
the ecclesial community that find their source
and summit in liturgy.

Formation for liturgy, which includes aca-
demic study and teaching, depends upon for-
mation by liturgy.!" Formation by liturgy occurs
when, as Francis describes, worshipping believ-
ers are “formed, each one according to his or her
vocation, from participation in the liturgical cel-
ebration.”** The fathers of Vatican II indicated
the formative nature of liturgy for seminarians,
specifically. In Sacrosanctum Concilium, they ar-
ticulated seminary formation as including the
celebration of “the sacred mysteries, as well as
popular devotions which are imbued with the
spirit of the liturgy.”** Sixty years later, Francis
takes up this vision anew to call on seminaries to

offer men in formation “the possibility of

1 See DD 34.

2DD 40.

BSC17.

“ DD 39. The rich theological foundation of this invi-
tation is found in the sentence that follows: “Only the ac-
tion of the Spirit can bring to completion our knowledge of
the mystery of God, for the mystery of God is not a
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experiencing a celebration that is not only exem-
plary from a ritual point of view, but also authen-
tic and alive, which allows the living out of a true
communion with God, that same communion
toward which theological knowledge must
tend.”"*

The daily and weekly rhythms of Eucharist
and the Liturgy of the Hours are thus key com-
ponents—indeed, the beating heart—of the over-
all formation work of the seminary.”” The daily
celebration of the Eucharist is, as the Program of
Priestly Formation describes, “the source of pas-
toral charity, the love that animates and directs
those who walk in the footsteps of the Good
Shepherd, who gives his life for his sheep so that
they may live.”’® In the regular rhythm of the
Hours, “seminarians learn to pray with the
Church and for the Church, assimilating the lan-
guage of prayer of the Church that is pleasing to
God and transformative, forming both mind and
spirit.”"” Frequent celebration of the Sacrament
of Penance “fosters the mature recognition of sin,
continuous conversion of heart, growth in the
virtues, and conformity to the mind of Christ”
and “is a school of compassion that teaches pen-
itents how to live out God’s compassionate mercy
in the world.”*® Devotions imbued with the spirit

of the liturgy aid seminarians “in assimilating the

question of something grasped mentally but a relationship
that touches all of life.”

15 See PPF 246-247.

16 PPF 229.a.

7 PPF 229.c.

'8 PPF 229.b.
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mystery of Christ and hearing the invitation to
live that mystery in the particular circumstances
of their own life.”"

The liturgical formation that Pope Francis
unfolds from the vision of Vatican II also re-
quires ongoing engagement after ordination.?
Strong liturgical studies and especially experi-
ences of liturgy in seminary that are authentic
and alive are essential, Francis observes, “so that
once seminarians become ordained ministers,
they can accompany communities in the same
journey of knowledge of the mystery of God,
which is the mystery of love.””! Here again, the
pope echoes the direction of the conciliar fathers
that pastors, in promoting liturgical formation of
those in their care, “must lead their flock not only
in word but also by example.”** Leading by exam-
ple involves ordained ministers’ own effort to be
formed for liturgy and formed by liturgy.

Consequently, teaching liturgy in the semi-
nary, by which we mean more narrowly aca-
demic instruction, is situated within a broad view
of liturgical formation as articulated by the con-
ciliar fathers in Sacrosanctum Concilium and re-
invigorated by Francis in Desiderio desideravi.
The academic teaching of liturgy is therefore an
interdisciplinary and collaborative work. Aca-

demically, presenting liturgy in its five aspects is

Y PPF 229.i.

2 See DD 39, SC 18, and PPF 114 and 399-405.

2 DD 39.

28C 19.

2 SC 16; see DD 37.

24 PPF 471.

» A recent introduction to the broad field of liturgical
studies is found in Albert Gerhards and Benedikt
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a complex task. Faculty providing instruction in
liturgy can seek input, guidance, and resources
from faculty in other theological disciplines, as
well as from those in church history, canon law,
and pastoral ministry. Because liturgy itself is the
“unity which underlies all priestly training,”* lit-
urgy faculty can likewise contribute insights and
resources from liturgical studies to colleagues in
other disciplines. At the same time, academic in-
struction in liturgy is connected to formation by
liturgy, thus extending liturgical formation into
the seminary chapel, retreat house, parish, and
beyond. Collaborative relationships with semi-
nary staff and administrators, spiritual directors,
mentors, and pastoral supervisors can thus be
great benefits for teaching liturgy in the class-

room.

Intellectual Formation for Liturgy

As we now turn to the work of teaching lit-
urgy, the integrated vision explained above is
kept in mind, for as the Program of Priestly For-
mation directs, “[a]ll professors must be dedi-
cated to the total formation of the seminarians.”*
Here, we consider the broad field of liturgical
studies,” specifically under its interconnected

theological, historical, juridical, spiritual, and

Kranemann, Introduction to the Study of Liturgy, trans.
Linda M. Maloney (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2017).
This work includes a consideration of liturgy in contempo-
rary contexts, methods of liturgical studies, a “historical
sketch” of Roman liturgy, theological considerations, and
“forms and methods of expression in worship.”



pastoral aspects. General comments provide a
foundation for considering specific challenges to
each aspect that are suggested by Pope Francis in

Desiderio desideravi.

Theological

To borrow a concise definition offered by the
influential Benedictine theologian Cipriano
Vagaggini, liturgy is “the sanctification and the
worship of the Church actualized in sensible and
efficacious signs.”* The study of liturgy under its
theological aspect, therefore, examines God’s
will,

“[T]he challenge of ap- once
proaching liturgical the- hidden
ology in seminary lies in
providing a theological revealed
understanding of liturgy | to His

but now

to students in their time chosen
of seminary formation, people,
on the one hand, and on | to sanc-
the other, in providing tify His
the tools they need to people
continue to explore and through
communicate the theo- effica-
logical dimensions of cious,
liturgy as pastoral min- sensible
isters in the future.” signs and

% Cypriano Vagaggini, The Theological Dimensions of
Liturgy: A General Treatise on the Theology of the Liturgy,
trans. Leonard J. Doyle and W. A. Jurgens (Collegeville: Li-
turgical Press, 1976), fn. 15, p. 27.

%7 See Pius XII, “Encyclical Letter Mediator Dei on the
Sacred Liturgy” (20 Nov 1947) https://www.vati-
can.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-
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His will to accept the worship of the Church,
Head and members, that is effected through
signs. In addition, the theological study of liturgy
examines God’s sanctifying action itself and the
Church’s worship itself, both of which the litur-
gical signs effect and which are perceived with
the eyes of faith.

Approaching liturgy under its theological as-
pect has a solid foundation in magisterial teach-
ings on liturgy in the twentieth century. From
Pius XII's Mediator Dei (1947) through Vatican
IT’s Sacrosanctum Concilium (1963) and the Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church (2" ed. 1997) to
Francis’ Desiderio desideravi (2022), the magiste-
rium often approaches liturgy against the back-
drop of God’s action for humanity in salvation
history and humanity’s response, especially as
culminating in the Paschal Mystery of Christ.”
At the same time, Pope Francis notes persistent
challenges in communicating these theological
dimensions. In Desiderio desideravi he asserts,
“We owe to the [Second Vatican] Council—and
to the liturgical movement that preceded it—the
rediscovery of a theological understanding of the
Liturgy and of its importance in the life of the
Church.” This statement carries an implicit cri-
tique of the way liturgy has been understood

since the Council; somewhere along the way, a

xii_enc_20111947_mediator-dei.html, nn. 1-3; SC 5-13;
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2" ed. (Washington:
USCCB, 2019), para. 1076-1112, 1135-1144; DD 2-15.
Henceforth, Mediator Dei is cited as MD with article num-
bers, and the Catechism of the Catholic Church is cited as
CCC with paragraph numbers.

B DD 16.
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theological understanding of liturgy has been
lost. The pope’s concern is less about magisterial
teaching, upon which he relies in his own presen-
tation of the theological meanings of liturgy, nor
is it a concern principally with academic scholar-
ship, whose “precious contributions” he acknow-
ledges.” Rather, the pope desires that the rich
theological understandings articulated by the
magisterium and explored by theologians be
spread “beyond the academic environment, in an
accessible way, so that each one of the faithful
might grow in a knowledge of the theological
sense of the Liturgy.”*® Thus, the theological as-
pect here is intrinsically connected with the pas-
toral.

Seminary instruction has a twofold ad-
vantage in responding to Francis’ concern: its fo-
cus on magisterial teaching and its purpose in
forming pastoral ministers. On the importance of
magisterial teaching, the Program of Priestly For-
mation states, “A fundamental task of the profes-
sor is to present Catholic doctrine as formulated
by the authoritative teaching office of the
Church.”! On the pastoral orientation of intel-
lectual formation, it states, “In the seminary pro-
gram, intellectual formation culminates in a
deepened understanding of the mysteries of faith

that is pastorally oriented toward effective priest-

2 DD 35; also see DD 2-15.

% DD 35.

31 PPF 485; also see, PPF 350, 354, and 485-487.

2 PPF 264; also see, PPF 116, 267, 320, 366, 370.g, 372.

3 These issues are well documented in Joris Geldhof,
“Liturgical Theology,” in Religion: Oxford Research Ency-
clopedias (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015),
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ly ministry.”** At the same time, starting theolog-
ical instruction on liturgy from magisterial docu-
ments, whether for seminarians or in pastoral
ministry, presents challenges. Magisterial pre-
sentations of liturgy against the backdrop of sal-
vation history and as celebration of the Paschal
Mystery of Christ, while rich, are frequently con-
cisely worded and very dense. They often assume
a depth of theological understanding not often
found among introductory students or the gen-
eral faithful. A twofold remedial study may be
needed to unpack the meanings of ‘salvation his-
tory’, ‘mystery’, etc., in Christian theology and
how these meaning apply to liturgy, specifically.
The work of unpacking the theological di-
mensions of liturgy is proper to the field of litur-
gical theology. The origins and development of
contemporary liturgical theology as one of three
principal subdisciplines of liturgical studies are
relatively recent. The field itself has burgeoned
through a variety of approaches for how to un-
derstand liturgy theologically, and it continues to
confront unresolved methodological questions.*
In addition, theological explanation of liturgy is
greatly benefited by collaboration with other the-
ological disciplines, such as biblical theology and

fundamental theology.**

accessed 1 Aug 2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/acre-
fore/9780199340378.013.14. This work is a helpful orienta-
tion to the field of liturgical theology, with a concise twen-
tieth-century history of the study of liturgy, notes on the
field’s interdisciplinary connecting points and ecumenical
potential, and an invaluable record of historical and con-
temporary sources.

** See PPF 349.



In the end, however, the challenge of ap-
proaching liturgical theology in seminary lies in
providing a theological understanding of liturgy
to students in their time of seminary formation,
on the one hand, and on the other, in providing
the tools they need to continue to explore and
communicate the theological dimensions of lit-
urgy as pastoral ministers in the future. With the
pastoral in mind, the mystagogical traditions (for
example, Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom,
Ambrose of Milan, and Theodore of Mopsues-
tia*®) and contemporary approaches in which
theological meanings of liturgy are drawn from
the rites and texts themselves can be especially

valuable.?®

Historical

Often considered among the three major sub-
disciplines of liturgical studies, the historical
study of liturgy investigates the origins and evo-
lution of liturgical rites and texts up to the pre-
sent day. Application of modern historical-criti-
cal methods to the study of the origins and evo-
lution of liturgical practices flourished in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and it

was a well-researched discipline leading up to the

* See Edward Yarnold, The Awe-Inspiring Rites of
Christian Initiation: The Origins of the R.C.LA., 2" ed.
(1994, reprint; New York: T&T Clark, 2006).

% For example, see Kevin Irwin, Context and Text: A
Method for Liturgical Theology, rev. ed. (Collegeville: Litur-
gical Press, 2018).

7 For example, see the relatively short overview in
Marcel Metzger, History of the Liturgy: The Major Stages,
trans. Madeleine Beaumont (Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
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Second Vatican Council. Contributions of this
science greatly influenced the liturgical vision of
the council and the subsequent liturgical reforms
in ways inaccessible to previous efforts of liturgi-
cal reform, not in small part because of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century discoveries of
manuscripts and artifacts that stimulated histor-
ical studies.

Numerous research-based overviews of litur-
gical history in general and for specific liturgies
(especially Sacraments) are now available for ori-
entation and introductory study.’”” At the same
time, the field is continually growing, and older,
broader overviews are being updated by special-
ized studies utilizing new methodological ap-
proaches that bring new light and even signifi-
cant challenges to previously held positions. For
example, updates regarding the authorship of the
third-century church order Apostolic Tradition
(previously attributed to Hippolytus of Rome),
the origins and purpose of the tenth-century Ro-
mano-Germanic Pontifical, and the complexity of
liturgical ritual developments and theological
understandings in the post-Tridentine era—
among many, many others—can be incorporated
into classroom teaching, as well as shared with

colleagues in other disciplines.*®

1997), the historically rich studies in Handbook for Liturgi-
cal Studies, 5 vols., ed. Anscar Chupungco (Collegeville: Li-
turgical Press, 2001), and the historical sections in the vol-
umes of the Studies in the Reformed Rites of the Catholic
Church series by Liturgical Press.

% On the specific topics mentioned, see Paul Brad-
shaw, Maxwell Johnson, and L. Edward Phillips, The Apos-
tolic Tradition: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2002); Henry Parkes, “Questioning the Authority of
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The complexity of teaching the history of lit-
urgy in the seminary is not limited, however, to
ensuring that well-researched and up-to-date
scholarship is presented. Pope Francis identifies
an issue concerning “the non-acceptance of the
liturgical reform” and “also a superficial under-
standing of it.”** The issue “is primarily ecclesio-
logical,”* but it also has an historical dimension
that needs to be resolved before a full apprecia-
tion of liturgical reforms can be gained. The re-
forms were grounded in part on the principle, ar-
ticulated by the fathers of Vatican II, that “the lit-
urgy is made up of immutable elements divinely
instituted, and of elements subject to change.”*!
Those elements subject to change, they continue,
“not only may be but ought to be changed with
the passage of time if they have suffered from the
intrusion of anything out of harmony with the
inner nature of the liturgy or have become un-
suited to it.”** The historical study of liturgy helps
in distinguishing that which is immutable and
that which is subject to change.

A closely connected question concerns the
adaptation of liturgy’s external rites and texts for
diverse cultures, a process now identified under
the terminology of ‘inculturation’. Liturgical his-
tory is a history of variability according to “the

genius and talents of the various races and

Vogel and Elze’s Pontificale Romano-Germanique,” in Un-
derstanding Medieval Liturgy: Essays in Interpretation, ed.
S. Hamilton and H. Gittos, 75-101 (Burlington: Ashgate,
2016); Gerhards and Kranemann, Introduction to the Study
of Liturgy, 128-152. An updated commentary by Paul Brad-
shaw on the Apostolic Tradition is expected in 2023 from
Liturgical Press.
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peoples” of diverse | «The historical
ages and places. study of liturgy
Consequently,litur- | ha|ng jn distin-
gical history pro- guishing that

vides a background which is immu-

table and that
which is subject
to change.”

for the ongoing
work of incultura-

tion today. Once

more, a full appreci-
ation of the post-conciliar liturgical reforms is
greatly aided by an appreciation of historical facts
(in addition to the theological foundations and
pastoral insights) that led the conciliar fathers to
acknowledge that “anything in...peoples’ way of
life which is not indissolubly bound up with su-
perstition and error [the Church] studies with
sympathy and, if possible, preserves intact.”*
“Sometimes,” they continue, “she admits such
things into the liturgy itself, so long as they har-
monize with its true and authentic spirit.”** The
fathers then direct, “Provisions shall also be
made, when revising the liturgical books, for le-
gitimate variations and adaptations to different
groups, regions, and peoples, especially in mis-
sion lands, provided that the substantial unity of
the Roman rite is preserved; and this should be
borne in mind when drawing up the rites and de-

vising rubrics.”* The study of liturgical history

¥ DD 31.
“ DD 31.
#SC21.
25C21.
#SC 37.
#8C 37.
8C 37.
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can aid in the appreciation of this conciliar vision

and its implementation in the reformed rites.

Juridical

Study of liturgy under its juridical aspect con-
siders liturgy as the public worship of God cele-
brated by ministers acting in the name of the
Church according to rites and texts approved by
the Church. The liturgical reforms of the Second
Vatican Council require new ways of approach-
ing the laws and rubrics that govern the celebra-
tion of liturgy. Approaches that are oriented to
the pastoral and spiritual good of the faithful
need to be prominent, as evidenced from the li-
turgical books and the Code of Canon Law.”
From the relative uniformity and few options of
the liturgical books prior to the council, liturgical
books of the reformed rites offer various kinds of
options to be determined by different individuals
or groups (for example, bishops’ conferences, di-
ocesan bishops, presiders). In reaction to the
overly juridical approach to liturgical studies that
dominated the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, there may be a temptation to overlook
the importance of this aspect. Overlooking the
juridical aspect can be especially problematic for
pastoral ministers because the options and vari-

ety presented in the reformed laws and rubrics

%7 For example, on the Eucharist see the General In-
struction of the Roman Missal, in The Roman Missal, third
amended typical edition (2010), nn. 23, 111, 201, 321, 352,
357, 359-361, 365, 374, 376, 385, 396. In general, see Code
of Canon Law (1983), bk. 4.
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require a complex set of knowledge about who
can make decisions, where there are truly options
to be discerned, and most importantly, how to
decide among options based on the pastoral and
spiritual good of the faithful. General studies on
the new laws are available to introduce the
needed approaches for the laws of the reformed
rites, and guides for celebration can be helpful for
orienting seminarians to the complex array of li-
turgical norms and rubrics provided in the litur-
gical books.*

Seminarians thus need careful instruction
and guidance in liturgical laws, beginning with
the foundation emphasized in the Program of
Priestly Formation that “[t]he laws and prescrip-
tions of approved liturgical books are norma-
tive.”* Further, “[s]eminarians must learn to cel-
ebrate the Church’s sacred rites according to the
mind of the Church, without addition or subtrac-
tion.”*® Pope Francis recognizes this when he re-
asserts magisterial teaching since Vatican II:
“every aspect of the celebration must be carefully
tended to (space, time, gestures, words, objects,
vestments, song, music...) and every rubric must
be observed.”! At the same time, the pope chal-
lenges, “even if the quality and the proper action
of the celebration were guaranteed, that would

not be enough to make our participation full.”>

8 For example, see Paul Turner, Let us Pray: A Guide
to the Rubrics of Sunday Mass, upd. ed. (Collegeville: Litur-
gical Press, 2012).

4 PPF 248.

0 PPF 342,

S1DD 23.

52DD 23.
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Seminarians who are well trained in the requisite
liturgical laws is not enough to fulfill the vision of
Vatican II for the fully conscious and active par-
ticipation of the faithful. On the one hand, “it is
necessary that the faithful come to [liturgy] with
proper dispositions, that their minds should be
attuned to their voices, and that they should co-
operate with divine grace lest they receive it in
vain.”> On the other hand, something more is
needed of liturgical presiders, namely, presiding
according to an ars celebrandi. Thus, comple-
menting juridical guides with resources on ars
celebrandi can be useful for seminarians learning
how to preside as ordained ministers.** In Desid-
erio desideravi Pope Francis treats ars celebrandi
in some detail, and his comments on the “char-
acteristic participation” of the priest and how the
liturgical ars celebrandi forms him provide abun-
dant fruit for reflection and further develop-

ment.”

Spiritual

Under the spiritual aspect, study of liturgy
examines the way in which liturgy orders and pri-
oritizes the means that Christians take up in
striving toward perfection through grace and vir-
tue.* Or, as the liturgical theologian Kevin W. Ir-
win describes, “spirituality derived from liturgy is
essentially integrative” of Christian life and “the

integral vision of the Christian life experienced in

»SC11.

> For example, see Paul Turner, Ars Celebrandi: Cele-
brating and Concelebrating Mass (Collegeville: Liturgical
Press, 2021).
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liturgy derives from and leads to continuing to
experience that integration in all of life.”” Lit-
urgy orders and prioritizes the means for striving
toward perfection through grace and virtue; it in-
tegrates Christian life and actualizes an integral
vision of it.

In liturgy, sanctification is received from the

Father, through the Son, in the Spirit and wor-

ship is offered in the
Spirit, through the
Son, to the Father;

“Liturgy forms
spirituality
according to the

lit th -
wholeness of furgy. thus - pro

vides a Trinitiarian

the human
order and priority

person by
. for man’s relation-

engaging

ship and encounter

with God. Liturgy

human intellect

and will, as well

as the body and
the senses.”

orders and priori-

tizes according to

the mediation of
Christ, for liturgical prayer is always offered
“through Christ our Lord,” “through our Lord Je-
sus Christ,” etc. Liturgy integrates Christian life
and holds an integral vision for it according to
the corporate ecclesial context of salvation be-
cause the praying subject of liturgy is the whole
Christ, Head and Body, hierarchically ordered.
Liturgy forms Christian spirituality by making
actively and objectively present God and His sal-
vation to the believing worshipper outside of

himself or herself. Liturgy forms spirituality ac-

> DD 56-60.

¢ See Vagaggini, The Theological Dimensions of Lit-
urgy, chap. 21.

57 Irwin, Context and Text, 556.



cording to the wholeness of the human person by
engaging human intellect and will, as well as the
body and the senses.

Many avenues are available for pursuing the
study of the spiritual aspect of liturgy, and essen-
tial to these are the key teachings of the Second
Vatican Council regarding liturgy as source and
summit of Christian life yet not exhaustive of it
and the harmony of liturgy and popular devo-
tions. However, Pope Francis has identified two
specific sets of challenges for the contemporary
Church.

In the first set of challenges, Francis warns
against the “spiritual worldliness” of Gnosticism
and neo-Pelagianism.”® Gnosticism, he clarifies,
“shrinks Christian faith into a subjectivism that
‘ultimately keeps one imprisoned in his or her
own thoughts and feelings’.”*® Against Gnosti-
cism, “the liturgical celebration frees us from the
prison of a self-referencing nourished by one’s
own reasoning and one’s own feeling” because
“[t]he action of the celebration does not belong
to the individual but to the Christ-Church, to the
totality of the faithful united in Christ.”® The li-
turgical action “takes us by the hand, together, as
an assembly, to lead us deep within the mystery
that the Word and the sacramental signs reveal to

us.”o!

DD 17; also see Pope Francis, “Apostolic Exhorta-
tion Evangelii gaudium on the Proclamation of the Gospel
in Today’s World (24 Nov 2011) https://www.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/docu-
ments/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evan-
gelii-gaudium.html, nn. 93-97. Henceforth, Evangelii
Gaudium is cited as EG with article numbers.
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Neo-Pelagianism, Francis writes, “cancels
out the role of grace and ‘leads instead to a nar-
cissistic and authoritarian elitism.”®> Against
neo-Pelagianism, “the liturgical celebration puri-
fies us, proclaiming the gratuity of the gift of sal-
vation received in faith” because “[p]articipating
in the Eucharistic sacrifice is not our own
achievement, as if because of it we could boast be-
fore God or before our brothers and sisters” and
“is the gift of the Paschal Mystery of the Lord
which, received with docility, makes our life
new.”® These forms of spiritual worldliness, as
well as others (materialism, individualism, moral
relativity, etc.), impact the faithful for whom
seminarians will eventually minister, as well as
the seminarians themselves. As the Program of
Priestly Formation describes, seminarians come
to formation “struggling intensely with particular
cultural counterpoints to the Gospel, especially
regarding sexual permissiveness, the drive to ac-
quire and consume material resources, utilitari-
anism, and the exaltation of freedom as merely
personal and individual autonomy, divorced
from personal responsibility and objective moral
standards.”®* Teaching on liturgy that addresses
spiritual worldliness can bolster the contribution

of intellectual to spiritual formation “by helping

*DD 17.
“ DD 19.
¢ DD 19.
DD 17.
% DD 20.
% PPF 22.a.iv.
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the seminarian grow in the love of the truth, who
is the person of Jesus Christ.”®

A second set of challenges Francis identifies
concerns contemporary man’s capacity for sym-
bols. Influenced by Romano Guardini, Francis
diagnoses, “modern people—not in all cultures to
the same degree—have lost the capacity to engage
with symbolic action, which is an essential trait
of the liturgical act,”® and he questions, “how can
we become once again capable of symbols?”¢
Against materialism on the one hand and spirit-
ualism on the other, liturgy is the Church being
joined to Christ to raise up creatures and works
of human hands to the Father in the Spirit so that
they might be given back to us for sanctification
and worship.

As one step in recovering symbolic capacity,
the pope urges that we “reacquire confidence
about creation,” for “[f]lrom the very beginning,
created things contain the seed of the sanctifying
grace of the sacraments.”® Thus, rich theologies
and spiritualities of creation, of sacramentality,
and of human responsibility toward creation be-
come important. Another step in recovering
symbolic capacity is that we “acquire the interior
attitude that will let us use and understand litur-

gical symbols.”” This requires guidance from

% PPF 232.

% DD 27.

DD 45.

% See Kevin W. Irwin, A Commentary on “Laudato
Si:” Examining the Background, Contributions, Implemen-
tation, and Future of Pope Francis’s Encyclical (New York:
Paulist Press, 2016), 238-240.

DD 46.
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parents, grandparents, pastors, and catechists in
learning the symbolic language of liturgy, inten-
tionality in their enactment, and trust in the work
of the Holy Spirit.”! Teaching in the classroom
can also provide a clearer understanding of what
signs and symbols are and how they function in
wider socio-cultural contexts, even if only in very
mitigated forms, for the signs of liturgy are them-
selves derived from “daily and domestic
things.””? Thus, interdisciplinary collaboration
with such fields as contemporary semiotics and

anthropology, among others, can prove useful.

Pastoral

Study of liturgy’s pastoral aspect, another
major subdiscipline of liturgical studies, focuses
on how liturgy can be brought to the People of
God and how the People of God are led to liturgy.
Formation in seminary is strongly driven by the
pastoral, as clearly articulated in Vatican II’s Op-
tatam Totius and reiterated in John Paul IT’s Pas-
tores Dabo Vobis and again in the Program of
Priestly Formation: “The whole training of the
students should have as its object to make them
true shepherds of souls after the example of our
Lord Jesus Christ, teacher, priest, and shep-
herd.”” This is equally applicable to liturgical

7DD 47.

71 See DD 47.

72 See David Power, Unsearchable Riches: The Symbolic
Nature of Liturgy (Eugene: Wipf & Stock, 2008).

73 Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, “Decree
Optatam Totius on Priestly Training” (28 Oct 1965)
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_
council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19651028_optatam-


https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_

formation, for fostering the growth of the faithful
in liturgy is among the “chief duties of a faithful
dispenser of the mysteries of God.””*

The liturgical reforms called for by the Sec-
ond Vatican Council and implemented under the
direction of the popes have greatly aided the
work of pastoral liturgy. In the first place, the
bringing of liturgy to the People of God through
the simplification of rites and, eventually, trans-
lation of texts opened more widely the door to the
fully conscious and active participation of all who
are gathered to celebrate. However, the impact of
these pastoral reforms cannot be fully appreci-
ated apart from their theological background,
once again highlighting the deep interconnection
between theological foundations and pastoral
motivations.

For example, in Desiderio desideravi Pope
Francis criticizes a “vague ‘sense of mystery”
that, when applied to liturgy, overemphasizes the
mysteriousness of external rituals.” Rather, the
mystery into which the faithful are drawn is none
other than the Paschal Mystery of Christ, which
is actively present through the rituals. A similar
issue arises with respect to beauty, which has the
pastoral value of drawing people to liturgy and
into its truth.”® Like mystery, the primary empha-
sis on beauty in liturgy is too often misplaced on

the external ritual. This misconception can lead

totius_en.html, n. 4; John Paul II, “Post-Synodal Apostolic
Exhoration Pastores Dabo Vobis on the Formation of
Priests in the Circumstances of the Present Day” (15 Mar
1992)  https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/
apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-ii_exh_

25031992 _pastores-dabo-vobis.html, n. 57; PPF 369.
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to the obscuring of the true object of enjoyment,
the Triune God. According to Francis, pastoral
consequences following from the confusion of
these vague senses with theologically full con-
cepts range from issues in the celebration of lit-
urgy to serious divisions within the Church.
Regarding the bringing of the People of God
to liturgy, Pope Francis emphasizes the im-

portance of ars celebrandi. On the one hand, the

way in which -
“[Nnstructors in

liturgy might look for
ways to contribute to
ongoing academic
instruction for
priests who are
already active in
pastoral ministry.”

an ordained
minister pre-
sides forms
the minister,
as noted
above, and it

impacts how

the liturgy is

celebrated and received by the faithful. The pope
observes that the faithful’s “way of living the li-
turgical celebration is conditioned—for better or,
unfortunately, for worse—by the way in which
their pastor presides in the assembly.””” On the
other hand, the pope expands the notion of ars
celebrandi to include the entire assembly, calling
it “an attitude that all the baptized are called to
live.””® Here, Francis provides a renewed per-
spective for the task of pastoral liturgy, namely,

to form the People of God in appreciating and

7#SC 19.

7> DD 25.

¢ See DD 1, 10, 16, 21-22, 24-25, 62, 65.
7DD 54.

DD 51.
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enacting the ars celebrandi proper to them. It re-
quires helping the baptized attain and foster both
“technical knowledge” of the rubrics and “inspi-
ration” in participating in the liturgical celebra-
tion in such a way that the they do not possess
what is celebrated—the Paschal Mystery of
Christ—but are “possessed by it.””” What is
taught for liturgical presiders regarding inten-
tionality in word and deed needs to be adapted
for the celebrating assembly.* Such formation is
also beneficial for the seminarians’ own for-
mation during their time in seminary.®
Running throughout these considerations is
the conviction that responsiveness to contempo-
rary ecclesial contexts is essential.*> Only by ac-
counting for today’s contexts can the content
proper to the classroom setting be presented in
ways that, even if not immediately accessible to
the entire People of God, are able to be adapted
by seminarians, with guidance and assistance, to
the parish situation. Similarly, teaching can in-
corporate best practices for discerning accurately
and objectively the pastoral needs of the faithful
by “taking into account their age and condition,
their way of life, and standard of religious cul-

ture”®

and by making use of appropriate tools
and strategies from the social sciences.® Special
attention in liturgy courses can be given to how

best to discern the actual state of the faithful as

7 DD 50.

80 See DD 50-53.

81 PPF 250; also see PPF 251.
82 See PPF 17-22.

8 SC 19.
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concerns their understanding of liturgy and ac-
tual participation in it.

Finally, no dimension of formation ends with
the conferral of a degree or ordination. Thus, in-
structors in liturgy might look for ways to con-
tribute to ongoing academic instruction for
priests who are already active in pastoral minis-
try. Here, advantages and disadvantages of dis-

tance learning can be weighed.

Conclusion

The updated Program of Priestly Formation
and Pope Francis’ Desiderio desideravi provide
new directions and challenges for teaching lit-
urgy in seminaries. First, the intellectual study of
liturgy is situated within the wide framework of
seminary life. The academic study of liturgy re-
quires collaboration among diverse academic
disciplines and attentiveness to the intersection
of intellectual formation with human, spiritual,
and pastoral formation. Further, formation for
liturgy depends on formation by liturgy, mean-
ing that experiences of liturgy in the seminary
chapel, parishes, and everywhere that students
celebrate influence how they approach liturgy in
the classroom.

Second, in Desiderio desideravi Pope Francis
highlights numerous challenges that bear upon

how the theological, historical, juridical, spiri-

8 For example, see the work of Georgetown’s Center
for Applied Research in the Apostolate (https://cara.
georgetown.edu/), as well as resources such as Charles E.
Zech et al, Catholic Parishes of the 21** Century (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2017).
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tual, and pastoral aspects of liturgy are studied.
Scholars and pastoral ministers will need to work
together to discern and develop ever more ade-
quate responses to these challenges in ways that
meet the present needs of the Church. At the
same time, these challenges need to be acknowl-
edged and discussed in seminary classrooms
sooner rather than later. In this way, faculty who
teach liturgy will aid in the formation of ordained
ministers who will be prepared to strive always
toward excellence in their pastoral-liturgical
ministry, an excellence which is summarized in a

striking way by Pope Francis:

Ordained ministers carry out a pasto-
ral action of the first importance when
they take the baptized faithful by the hand
to lead them into the repeated experience
of the Paschal Mystery. Let us always re-
member that it is the Church, the Body of
Christ, that is the celebrating subject and
not just the priest. The kind of knowledge
that comes from study is just the first step

to be able to enter into the mystery cele-

% DD 36, citing De Ordinatione Episcopi, Presbytero-
rum et Diaconorum (1990).
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brated. Obviously, to be able to lead their
brothers and sisters, the ministers who
preside in the assembly must know the
way, know it from having studied it on
the map of their theological studies but
also from having frequented the liturgy in
actual practice of an experience of living
faith, nourished by prayer — and cer-
tainly not just as an obligation to be ful-
filled. On the day of his ordination every
priest hears the bishop say to him: “Un-
derstand what you will do, imitate what
you will
celebrate,
and con-
form your
life to the
mystery of
the Lord’s

Cross.”®

James M. Starke, Ph.D. (jstarke@stmarys.edu)
Dr. Starke is Director of Liturgy and Assistant
Professor of Systematic and Liturgical Theology
at St. Mary’s Seminary & University.
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Teaching Scripture in a Catholic Seminary

Paul A. Maillet, P.S.S., S.T.D.
Michael J. Gorman, Ph.D.
Rebecca Hancock, Ph.D.

According to Dei Verbum, “the study of the sa-
cred page is . .. the soul of sacred theology.”! This
is often abbreviated simply to mean that Scrip-
ture is the soul of theology. If one way to define
theology is “the study of God and of all things in
relation to God,” then we would also contend
that Dei Verbum and other Church documents
propose that Scripture and scriptural study also
constitute the soul of homiletics, moral theology,
spirituality, and more.? For this reason, it is im-
perative that Scripture be taught well, which
means in ways that are appropriate to its nature

and to its role in the

tire f
[l}tis impera- | Moreover, in a

t'?’e that Catholic seminary, it is
Scripture be imperative that Scrip-
taught well,

] ture be taught forma-
which means

in ways that
are appropri-
ate to its na-
ture and to its
role in the
Church.”

tionally; that is, in ways
that appropriately form
future priests.

We propose, there-
fore, that starting at the

end—at the forma-

tional telos—of teach-

! Dei Verbum, no. 24.

2 See The Program of Priestly Formation in the United
States of America, 6™ ed. (Washington, DC: United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2022; hereafter abbrevi-
ated PPF), no. 322: “The various theological disciplines
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ing Scripture is the best way to understand the
what and the how of that teaching. This essay
therefore begins with that telos and its corollary
Catholic hermeneutical principles; it then pro-
ceeds to the critical question of exegetical ap-
proaches and methods, with special reference to
the historical-critical method; and it concludes

with the practical question of pedagogy.
Formational Goals

The new (sixth) edition of The Program of
Priestly Formation continues to identify four di-
mensions of priestly formation: human, spiritual,
intellectual, and pastoral.’ In light of these, the
Scripture department at St. Mary’s Seminary &
University has formulated six departmental
goals, or desired outcomes, for our seminarians.
These goals drive the content and the methods of
our Scripture teaching, and we think it will be
useful to start by listing them. At the end of their
scriptural studies, we aim for seminarians to be

able to:

should recognize Sacred Scripture as foundational: as the
point of departure from and as the soul of all theology.” See
also no. 331.

? PPF, nos. 5-6.



1. Pray with Scripture, using methods such
as lectio divina. We may refer to this goal
as Scripture-infused prayer.*

2. Articulate the overall scriptural narrative
of salvation history and of the theological
message of the various biblical books. We
may refer this goal as scriptural know-
ledge.”

3. Describe the main perspectives on Scrip-
ture and its interpretation presented in
major Catholic documents. We may refer
to this goal as a Catholic scriptural herme-
neutic.®

4. Employ an integrated method of exegesis,
or close reading, that focuses on the final
form of the text; reflects the best ancient
(e.g., patristic) and current practices of
exegesis and hermeneutics; pays careful
attention to the text’s historical, literary,
canonical, and contemporary contexts;
and makes appropriate use of exegetical
and homiletical resources. We may refer

to this goal as sound scriptural exegesis.”

* See PPF, nos. 43a, 229, 235, 249.

* See PPF, nos. 268, 299 (propadeutic stage); 285, 289,
308 (discipleship stage).

¢ See PPF, nos. 324-25.

7 One attempt to teach and demonstrate such an inte-
grated method is Michael J. Gorman, Elements of Biblical
Exegesis: A Basic Guide for Students and Ministers, 3rd ed.
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020), which we use in
various courses.

8 Gorman, Elements, 9-26. See also Matthew D. Lever-
ing’s provocative Participatory Biblical Exegesis: A Theol-
ogy of Biblical Interpretation (Notre Dame, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 2008).

® See PPF, nos. 326, 370a, 391. In our contemporary
world, learning scriptural interpretation for ministry
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At a seminary, this approach to exegesis
cannot be merely analytical but must be
engaged, self-involving, participatory.®

5. Articulate the theological, spiritual, and
pastoral significance of a scriptural text in
order to communicate it wisely in preach-
ing, teaching, sacraments, counseling,
and other ministerial contexts. We may
refer to this goal as scripturally informed
practices of ministry.’

6. Demonstrate a desire and ability to con-
struct Scripture-shaped lives and minis-
tries. We may refer to this goal as scrip-

tural actualization.'

These six goals correlate with the PPF’s dimen-

sions as follows:

e Human and spiritual formation: (1)
Scripture-infused prayer; (6) scriptural

actualization

should include sensitivity to ecumenical and interfaith re-
lations, with special emphasis on how both other Chris-
tians and Jews interpret key biblical texts differently. See,
e.g., PBC, “The Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures
in the Christian Bible” and the “Joint Declaration on the
Doctrine of Justification,” issued in 1999 by the Pontifical
Council for Promoting Christian Unity and the Lutheran
World Federation. In accord with its long history of ecu-
menical commitments, St. Mary’s Scripture department in-
cludes Protestant as well as Catholic scholars. In addition,
seminarians must take at least one course (and may take
more) in St. Mary’s Ecumenical Institute.
10 See PPF, nos. 43b, 204-15.
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o Intellectual formation: (2) scriptural
knowledge (3) Catholic scriptural herme-
neutic; (4) sound scriptural exegesis

e DPastoral formation: (4) sound scriptural
exegesis; (5) scripturally informed prac-

tices of ministry

There is of course overlap among all of these ar-
eas, but we have deliberately connected “sound
scriptural exegesis” to both the intellectual and
the pastoral dimension of formation. This is one
way of stressing that the goal of our scriptural in-
struction is not to produce Scripture scholars but
to develop scripturally informed practitioners,
whose exegetical skills are well honed but also ul-
timately directed toward preaching, teaching,
and other aspects of pastoral ministry. We will
have more to say later about the nature of exege-
sis in our discussions of general principles of
scriptural interpretation and of the historical-
critical method. As we will also suggest below, in
considering pedagogical strategies, different
courses offered by our (or any) Scripture depart-
ment will focus on these six goals to varying de-
grees and with various pedagogical tools, but at
least in principle, these six desired outcomes
should shape the content and the methodologies

for every Scripture course.

" Ronald D. Witherup, “Roman Catholic Biblical In-
terpretation,” in Michael J. Gorman, ed., Scripture and its
Interpretation: A Global, Ecumenical Introduction to the Bi-
ble (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017), 240-55; here
242. To these eight, others could be added and discussed if
space permitted. See, for example, the 2008 PBC text titled
“The Bible and Morality: Biblical Roots of Christian
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Principles of Scriptural Interpretation for
a Catholic Seminary Context

Ronald Witherup lists eight key Catholic docu-
ments regarding Scripture issued since 1893."
These include three papal encyclicals: Providen-
tissimus Deus, or “Encyclical Letter on the Study
of Sacred Scripture” (1893, Pope Leo XIII);
Divino Afflante Spiritu, or “Encyclical Letter Pro-
moting Biblical Studies” (1943, Pope Pius XII);

and Verbum

“If a Catholic
approach to Scrip-
ture is ultimately
committed to both
historical (“human”)
and theological/
spiritual/formational
(“divine”) aspects
of the text, how
does that work in
practice?”

Domini: Post-
Synodal Apos-
tolic Exhorta-
tion on the
Word of God
in the Life and
Mission of the
Church (2010,
Pope Benedict
XVI).”2 In ad-

dition, there

are four texts from the Pontifical Biblical Com-
mission (PBC): Sancta Mater Ecclesia, or “In-
struction on the Historical Truth of the Gospels”
(1964); “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church” (1993); “The Jewish People and Their
Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible” (2001);

Conduct,” which deals with both scriptural content and
contemporary interpretation.

2 For an exploration of the consequences of Verbum
Domini for the relationship between exegesis and theology
and for seminarian formation, see Scott Carl, ed., Verbum
Domini and the Complementarity of Exegesis and Theology
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press,
2021; orig. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015).



and “The Inspiration and Truth of Sacred Scrip-
ture” (2014). Finally, there is one conciliar docu-
ment from the Second Vatican Council: Dei Ver-
bum, or “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Rev-
elation” (1965).

Of these eight documents, the one with the
greatest authority is Dei Verbum, to which With-
erup has dedicated two entire books.”* He pro-
poses three “major characteristics of Catholic
biblical interpretation” that derive from Dei Ver-
bum and that are enshrined in The Catechism of
the Catholic Church (nos. 112-14): Catholics
must “pay attention ‘to the content and unity of
the whole of Scripture,” “interpret the Bible
within ‘the living Tradition of the whole
Church,” and “pay attention to the ‘analogy of
faith’—that is, ‘the coherence of truths’ contained
in God’s revelation.”"*

In light of the Scripture documents and the
Catechism, Witherup then proposes seven dis-
tinctives of Roman Catholic biblical interpreta-
tion," with which we are in fundamental agree-
ment. For this essay, however, we have reordered,
combined, and lightly edited some of Witherup’s

principles, and we have given them our own

3 Ronald D. Witherup, Scripture: Dei Verbum (Mah-
wah, NJ: Paulist, 2006); Witherup, Scripture at Vatican II:
Exploring Dei Verbum (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2014).

" Witherup, “Roman Catholic Biblical Interpreta-
tion,” 247; original emphasis has been removed. These
three characteristics are quoted also in PPF, no. 325.

5 Witherup, “Roman Catholic Biblical Interpreta-
tion,” 247-49.

16 Luke Timothy Johnson, “Rejoining a Long Conver-
sation,” in Luke Timothy Johnson and William S. Kurz,
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headings to leave us with four main principles as-
sociated with his contribution. In addition, we
have supplemented those four with a fifth princi-
ple. Furthermore, we wish especially to affirm
with Witherup and a growing number of biblical
scholars (not only Catholic but also Orthodox
and Protestant) the value of certain premodern
attitudes to scriptural interpretation, even
though none of us is an expert in this area. Thus
we draw here also on Luke Timothy Johnson’s es-
say entitled “Rejoining a Long Conversation.”'¢

These five principles of Catholic scriptural

interpretation are:"

1. Scripture and Tradition. Catholic biblical
interpretation acknowledges that there is
one source of Revelation communicated
through two channels, Sacred Scripture
and Sacred Tradition.'® It affirms that the
canon of Scripture was the result of divine
guidance. And it acknowledges that the
Church’s magisterium has as its primary
task the authentic interpretation of the
Word of God.

2. Inspiration and Truthfulness. Catholic
biblical interpretation begins with the

The Future of Catholic Biblical Scholarship: A Constructive
Conversation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 35-63.
7Tt is worth noting the structure we have given these
five principles: “X and Y.” This reflects what Luke Johnson
refers to as “the spirit of Catholicism” (or of “Catholic-
ity”)—a “conjunctive” spirit of “both/and” rather than a
“disjunctive” spirit of “either/or”—that does, or should,
operate in Catholic scriptural interpretation (“What’s
Catholic about Catholic Biblical Scholarship?” in Johnson
and Kurz, Future, 3-34; here 5 [see also 19, 27, et passim]).
'8 Dei Verbum, nos. 8-10.
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claim that Scripture is the inspired Word
of God in human words, and that its
truthfulness, or “inerrancy,” refers to the
claim that Scripture presents “solidly,
faithfully, and without error that truth
which God wanted put into sacred writ-
ings for the sake of salvation.”"

3. Human and Divine Character. Catholic
biblical interpretation therefore recog-
nizes the need to discern both the human
and the divine aspects® of the scriptural
texts by both (a) using all appropriate in-
terpretive methodologies to understand
the literal sense of the text and (b) consid-
ering additional dimensions of the text,
including (though not limited to) the
other components of the fourfold sense of
Scripture (allegorical, or doctrinal; tropo-
logical, or moral; and anagogical, or es-
chatological). That is, interpretation in-
volves asking about what the text teaches
about faith, love, and hope, especially in
light of Christ.* This means that Catho-

Y Dei Verbum, no. 11. Johnson reminds us that a basic
premise of premodern interpretation was that “the Bible, as
Word of God, is authoritative” (“Rejoining,” 55), and that
its hermeneutic was one of “generosity or charity” rather
than suspicion (59). This is what Richard B. Hays has called
a “hermeneutic of trust” (e.g., in his Reading with the Grain
of Scripture [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020], 391-402).

20 See Dei Verbum, no. 12. This Chalcedonian analogy
has its limitations and potential misuses, but we find it
nonetheless heuristically helpful. Johnson states that the
“first premise of premodern biblical interpretation” is the
unity of the Old and New Testaments “grounded in the sin-
gleness of divine authorship” (“Rejoining,” 47). See also
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lics recognize that there is often “a deeper

meaning of the text, intended by God but

not clearly expressed by the human au-
thor.”?> The “deeper senses of Scripture

[are] beyond but not contradictory to the

literal sense.”*

4. Ancient and Contemporary Hermeneutic.
Thus, Catholic interpretation does not ig-
nore but embraces the history of interpre-
tation (e.g., patristic, medieval, scholas-
tic) while also benefitting from, and even
highlighting, modern and postmodern
approaches to the text. The latter category
includes the historical-critical method
(about which we have more to say below)
but also recent literary, rhetorical, and so-
cial-scientific methodologies as well as
certain kinds of “interested” or culturally
specific reading strategies. It is especially
critical today for seminarians to be ex-
posed to scriptural interpretation from
various perspectives and cultures, both

within their own country and in the

PPF, no. 324, referring to Catechism of the Catholic Church,
no. 109 and Dei Verbum, no. 12.

! One of the present writers often uses this framework
(“What does the text say about what we are called to be-
lieve, do, and hope for?”) in exegetical teaching and writ-
ing.

2 PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. II. B. 3.

» Witherup, “Roman Catholic Biblical Interpreta-
tion,” 248. See also Johnson, “Rejoining,” 57: premodern
interpreters claimed that “Scripture speaks in many ways
and at many levels.” These “deeper” senses would include
an acknowledgment of a sensus plenior in certain texts. See
further below.



world more broadly.* These methodolo-
gies and strategies can co-exist with an
appropriately historical, as well as theo-
logical, interest.

5. Intellectual and Pastoral-Spiritual. Fi-
nally, Catholic biblical interpretation is
committed to rigorous, historically
grounded exegesis that does not negate or
impair its primary end: the inspiration
and formation of the people of God. Luke
Johnson’s words are apropos here: “If
Scripture is ever again to be a living
source for theology, those who practice
theology must become less preoccupied
with the world that produced the Scrip-
ture and learn again to live in the world

that Scripture produces.””

24 See, for instance, John J. Collins, Gina Hens-Piazza,
Barbara Reid, and Donald Senior, eds., The Jerome Biblical
Commentary for the Twenty-First Century, third fully rev.
ed. (New York: T&T Clark, 2022). In their introduction (x—
xi), after noting that historical critical and literary interpre-
tive methods are “secure” as the foundation of Catholic
biblical scholarship, the editors emphasize that “biblical
scholarship has extended the repertoire of methodologies
appropriate for biblical interpretation”; that “awareness of
the key relationship between the text and the reader has led
to more attention to the social, political, and cultural status
and assumptions that interpreters bring to their reading of
the biblical text”; and that the “diversity of biblical meth-
odologies also reflects the stronger awareness of diversity
across the global Church itself,” including the contribu-
tions of laity, women, and international and minority
voices.

» Johnson, “Imagining the World That Scripture Ima-
gines,” in Johnson and Kurz, Future, 119-42; here 119.

Teaching Scripture in a Catholic Seminary

What these principles imply is a decidedly theo-
logical approach to scriptural interpretation.
Neither Luke Johnson nor Ron Witherup nor we
are suggesting in any way the abandonment of
historical inquiry; it is, to be sure, critical, as all
the Church’s documents say.” But we come to
the conclusion of this first part of the essay with
a “both/and” comment that raises a serious ques-
tion: If a Catholic approach to Scripture is ulti-
mately committed to both historical (*human”)
and theological/spiritual/formational (“divine”)
aspects of the text, how does that work in prac-
tice? What is the role of historical-critical work
within a Catholic seminary’s teaching of Scrip-
ture for formational and ultimately pastoral pur-

poses?

¢ As “The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church,”
no. ITI. D says, exegesis is a “theological discipline.” From
the Protestant and yet “catholic” (lowercase “c”) side, see
especially Richard B. Hays, “Reading the Bible with Eyes of
Faith: The Practice of Theological Exegesis,” Journal of
Theological Interpretation 1, no. 1 (Spring, 2007): 5-21 (re-
printed in Reading, 29-46). He writes (11), “What makes
exegesis ‘theological’? Theological exegesis is not a
‘method.” It is not a set of discrete procedures that could be
set alongside, say, textual criticism or redaction criticism.
Rather, theological exegesis is a complex practice, a way of
approaching Scripture with eyes of faith and seeking to un-
derstand it within the community of faith.” Hays then of-
fers twelve “identifying marks” of theological exegesis (11-
15), many of which overlap with the Catholic principles of-
fered above. See also Gorman, Elements, 163-70.

%7 See also Hays (“Reading,” 12): “historical study is in-
ternal to the practice of theological exegesis”; and
“[h]istory . .. cannot be either inimical or irrelevant to the-
ology’s affirmations of truth.”
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The Historical-Critical Method and Be-
yond

Having discussed the telos of teaching Scripture
in the seminary as well as the basics of Catholic
hermeneutics, and before addressing the how of
teaching the subject, we now turn in this section
to the subject itself, the what of teaching Scrip-
ture in seminary with a special focus on the
thorny topic of the historical-critical method,
which has been criticized for various reasons.

We will argue that some of the works using
this method may be incompatible with Catholi-
cism. Others may be compatible with Catholi-
cism but are quite technical and therefore beyond
the concerns of most believers. Nevertheless, Dei
Verbum, the PBC’s 1993 document “The Inter-
pretation of the Bible in the Church,” and other
Church documents consistently and emphati-
cally call for the use of the historical-critical
method.

At the same time, these documents point out
that historical criticism is not enough.”® What is
needed is a broader approach. In the words of
Pope Benedict XVI, “[W]e need a synthesis be-
tween an exegesis that operates with historical

reason and an exegesis that is guided by faith.”*

28 Space does not allow us to differentiate at length be-
tween “the historical-critical method” and the more gen-
eral term “historical criticism” (historical investigation),
but Church documents use both terms and expect both to
be practiced. The latter term certainly means that historical
work cannot be limited to the question of reconstructing
the evolution of texts (i.e., a strictly diachronic approach).

* Pope Benedict XV1, Light of the World: The Pope, the
Church, and the Signs of the Times, A Conversation with
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Thus, this section ends with references to other
methods and approaches (including synchronic
methods and theological exegesis), in addition to
historical criticism, that can be of help in seeking

that “exegesis guided by faith.”

Revisiting the Historical-Critical Method

As stated above, historical criticism has its crit-
ics—and not without reason. Scott Hahn and

others argue that some of the figures in history

who were instru-

“[T]he Church
clearly endorses
the use and the
value of histori-
cal criticism, and
it is therefore an
essential dimen-
sion of scriptural
instruction in the

seminary.”

mental in develop-
ing the method
were politically mo-
tivated opponents
of the Church.
Some had presup-
positions and agen-
das antithetical to

Catholicism, which

often enough de-
nied the possibility of miracles and the divinity of
Christ. These perspectives seriously challenged
some Catholic doctrines, producing deleterious
effects on the faith of ordinary believers and also

some Church scholars.*

Peter Seewald, translated by Michael J. Miller and Adrian J.
Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2010), 172.

* Two books, co-authored by Scott Hahn, make this
case against historical criticism in a comprehensive study
covering 1300 to 1900: Scott W. Hahn and Benjamin
Wiker, Politicizing the Bible: The Roots of Historical Criti-
cism and the Secularization of Scripture 1300-1700 (New
York: Crossroad, 2013); and Scott W. Hahn and Jeffrey L.
Morrow, Modern Biblical Criticism as a Tool of Statecraft



Nevertheless, in evaluating the conclusions
of such historical-critical scholars, it is important
not to “poison the well.” Yes, such authors—in-
deed all biblical scholarship—should be read crit-
ically; but, obviously, even the most thoroughgo-
ing opponents of Catholicism who practiced his-
torical criticism can, and did, say things about the
Bible that are nevertheless valid and compatible
with the Catholic Faith. In other words, just be-
cause authors might have had an anti-Catholic
agenda does not mean that any given arguments
they made are invalid or anti-Catholic; on the
contrary, some of their conclusions could be true
(or at least plausible), in harmony with Catholic
teaching, and even crucially important.

Moreover, in evaluating the historical-critical
method it is important not to paint with too
broad a brush. Although some opine that secular
presuppositions are actually inherent in the
method itself,’ many scholars who have used the
historical-critical method in recent decades are
faithful Catholics (and other practicing Chris-
tians) who have sought to use the tools of histor-
ical criticism without presuppositions that are in-

compatible with the Faith.”? To the extent that

(1700-1900) (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Academic, 2020).
We have found these books significant even if we do not
arrive at all of the same ultimate conclusions.

*! See Hahn and Wiker, Politicizing, 1-2: “Which is it,
then? A neutral, objective method, or a method largely de-
fined by some proper philosophical commitment (a com-
mitment that can and should be the subject of critical anal-
ysis)? We argue that it is the latter, and we hope that our
account of the history of historical criticism’s roots will
clarify the philosophical and (even more important) polit-
ical commitments inherent in the core foundations of the
method itself” (emphasis added).
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they have been able to do so, their work has
yielded good fruit that is both academically
sound and compatible with the teachings of the
Catholic Church. This sort of historical criticism,
free of secular prejudices, should not be lumped
together with the historical criticism that is gov-
erned by those presuppositions.* In other words,
the problem is not with historical criticism per se,
but with the secular presuppositions wittingly or
unwittingly smuggled in.

Although he did not use the term “historical
criticism,” Pope Pius XII spoke of just such a le-
gitimate use of the tools of historical, or “scien-
tific,” criticism: “Catholic exegetes, by a right use
of those same scientific arms, not infrequently
abused by the adversaries, proposed such inter-
pretations, which are in harmony with Catholic
doctrine and the genuine current of tradition,
and at the same time are seen to have proved
equal to the difficulties, either raised by new ex-
plorations and discoveries, or bequeathed by an-
tiquity for solution in our time.”**

If certain works of historical criticism are le-
gitimately criticized for having philosophical

presuppositions that lead to results incompatible

*? Total objectivity in scholarship is never possible,
even in the “hard sciences,” which answer the questions of
interest to their practitioners and from their particular
epistemological framework and (limited) knowledge.
Thus, as Hahn and Wiker point out (as quoted in the pre-
vious footnote), the historical-critical method can never
claim to be completely objective.

3 “For a long time now, scholars have ceased combin-
ing the method with a philosophical system.” PBC, “The
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church,” no. . A. 1.

3 Pope Pius XI1, Divino Afflante Spiritu, no. 42
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with Catholicism, a perhaps less serious concern
raised by some, but one that may be more diffi-
cult to answer, is that much of historical criticism
has yielded results of little benefit to believers and
future teachers of the Faith. For example, the
prominent New Testament scholar Luke Timo-
thy Johnson has said, “The study of the Bible . . .
is increasingly an academic activity that is re-
moved from the existential concerns of commu-

»35 I . . 1
n seéminarian classrooms,

nities of faith.
scholars who may be addressing one set of aca-
demic questions are teaching future pastors who
have (or should have) quite different questions as
future preachers and teachers of the Word of
God.* Pope Benedict expressed concern about
the effects of a “profound gulf” (dichotomy) be-
tween “scientific exegesis and lectio divina,” on
priests and seminarians: “All this is . . . bound to
have a negative impact on the spiritual life and on
pastoral activity. . . . It must also be said that this
dichotomy can create confusion and a lack of sta-
bility in the intellectual formation of candidates
for ecclesial ministries.”*

In other words, some wonder, granted that
historical criticism has been practiced without
secular presuppositions, has it been successful

and is it worth pursuing? Are there reasons to

% Johnson, “What’s Catholic,” 26.

3% Johnson, “What’s Catholic,” 39.

7 Pope Benedict XV, Verbum Domini, no. 36c.

3 The council fathers continue in Dei Verbum, no. 12:
“To search out the intention of the sacred writers, attention
should be given, among other things, to ‘literary forms.” For
truth is set forth and expressed differently in texts which
are variously historical, prophetic, poetic, or of other forms
of discourse. The interpreter must investigate what
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continue with a method that has been accused of
yielding paltry results vis-a-vis the concerns of
people of faith? More to the point of this article,
should the historical-critical method be taught in
the seminary? What does the Church say about
the method?

Despite the above-mentioned concerns, the
Church clearly endorses the use and the value of
historical criticism, and it is therefore an essential
dimension of scriptural instruction in the semi-
nary. The most authoritative twentieth-century
Catholic document on Sacred Scripture is the
Second Vatican Council’s “Dogmatic Constitu-
tion on Divine Revelation,” Dei Verbum. In Dei
Verbum, no. 12, the council fathers point to the
importance of the literal sense and to discovering
it using the tools associated with the historical-

critical method:

[Slince God speaks in Sacred Scripture
through men in human fashion, the inter-
preter of Sacred Scripture, in order to see
clearly what God wanted to communicate to
us, should carefully investigate what meaning
the sacred writers really intended, and what
God wanted to manifest by means of their

words.®

meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually
expressed in particular circumstances by using contempo-
rary literary forms in accordance with the situation of his
own time and culture. For the correct understanding of
what the sacred author wanted to assert, due attention
must be paid to the customary and characteristic styles of
feeling, speaking and narrating which prevailed at the time
of the sacred writer, and to the patterns men normally



Less authoritative, but by no means negligi-
ble, is the clarion call, briefly noted earlier, for the
use of the historical-critical method found in the
PBC’s 1993 document, “The Interpretation of the
Bible in the Church”:

The historical-critical method is the indis-
pensable method for the scientific study of
the meaning of ancient texts. Holy Scripture,
inasmuch as it is the “word of God in human
language,” has been composed by human au-
thors in all its various parts and in all the
sources that lie behind them. Because of this,
its proper understanding not only admits the

use of this method but actually requires it.*

“Catholic Scrip- Historical study, in-

tural interpreta-
tion requires
and benefits
from historical
criticism.
Properly under-
stood, it is an
essential ele-
ment in teach-
ing Scripture in
a Catholic semi-
nary.”

cluding the various
means of analysis
(“criticisms”)  that
together  comprise
the historical-critical
method, can yield
perspectives on the
meaning of the an-
cient texts that are
valuable for respon-
sible interpretation.

Careful study of the

social worlds, histor-

ical contexts, and literary forms associated with

employed at that period in their everyday dealings with one
another.”

Teaching Scripture in a Catholic Seminary

the scriptural writings provides interpreters with
vital knowledge that sheds light on those writ-
ings.

To summarize: Catholic scriptural interpre-
tation requires and benefits from historical criti-
cism. Properly understood, it is an essential ele-
ment in teaching Scripture in a Catholic semi-
nary. Seminarians, some of whom may be wary
of this approach to Scripture, need to be shown
its necessity and its value when used appropri-

ately.

“Exegesis Guided by Faith”: Beyond the
Historical-Critical Method

The Church’s call for the use of historical criti-
cism, however, is not without qualification. The
PPF recognizes the value of the tools of historical
criticism even as it points out their limitations.
Citing the PBC 1993 document, it states,

In their work of interpretation Catholic exe-
getes must never forget that what they are in-
terpreting is the word of God. Their common
task is not finished when they have simply de-
termined sources, defined forms or explained
literary procedures. They arrive at the true

goal of their work only when they have

¥ PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. I. A. (This is the first sentence in Part I of the
document.) For detailed discussion, see no. I. A. 1-4.
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explained the meaning of the biblical text as
God’s word for today.*

In a similar vein, Verbum Domini states,

In a word, while acknowledging the validity
and necessity, as well as the limits, of the his-
torical-critical method, we learn from the Fa-
thers that exegesis “is truly faithful to the
proper intention of biblical texts when it goes
not only to the heart of their formulation to
tind the reality of faith there expressed, but
also seeks to link this reality to the experience

of faith in our present world.”*!

Thus, Catholic readers of Scripture are, or should
be, “both/and” interpreters: practicing historical
and literary analysis, considering historical and
theological/spiritual dimensions, and so on.
Again, Pope Benedict: “Only where both meth-
odological levels, the historical-critical and the
theological, are respected, can one speak of a the-
ological exegesis, an exegesis worthy of this
book.”*

So, how does the seminary Scripture profes-
sor “link this reality to the experience of faith in
our present world?” The PBC’s 1993 document
“The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church”

includes many additional methods of

% PPF, no. 325, quoting PBC, “The Interpretation of
the Bible in the Church,” no. III. C. 1 (emphasis original);
quoted also in Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, no. 33.

# Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, no. 37, in part
quoting PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. IL. A. 2.

# Pope Benedict XVI, Verbum Domini, no. 34, quoting
his own Intervention at the Fourteenth General
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interpretation to supplement the use of historical
criticism. These include what the document calls

e new synchronic methods of literary anal-
ysis: rhetorical, narrative, and semiotic;

e approaches based on tradition: canonical,
Jewish traditional, and Wirkungsges-
chichte (reception history);

e approaches that use the human sciences:
sociological, cultural anthropological,
and psychological; and

e contextual approaches: liberationist and

feminist.*

Building on this portion of the PBC’s text, the ed-
itors of and contributors to The Jerome Biblical
Commentary for the Twenty-First Century deploy
a variety of approaches to the text, as Catholic
scholarship in the U.S. and globally feels that this
is both permitted and necessary.* As with the
historical-critical method, the PBC document
makes it clear that no method is without limita-
tions and that Catholics cannot embrace aspects
of any method that are contrary to the Catholic
Faith.

If looking at the text through a historical-crit-
ical lens (historical criticism) is primarily a dia-
chronic exploration of the world behind the text,

synchronic approaches (such as rhetorical

Congregation of the Synod (14 October 2008): Insegna-
menti IV, 2 (2008), 493.

# PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. I. B-E. See also Johnson, “What’s Catholic,”
28. Thirty years later, of course, there are additional “new”
methods, such as postcolonial criticism and ecological her-
meneutics.

* See also note 24 above.



criticism and narrative

“Methods that
consider criticism) deal with
historical and the world of, or within,
literary the text, and reception

contexts for a history and contextual

text are ...
necessary but
limited and

approaches (broadly
understood) seek to

discover the world be-

insufficient. | fore orin front of, the
For theologi- text—that is, how it
cal and has been interpreted
formational through the ages and
purposes, we continues to be inter-
must also preted today.*
interpret We would propose
Scripture that the seminarian
within its should be taught to
additional engage each of these
contexts.” textual worlds, all with

the aim of recognizing
“the word of God in human language.” This in-
cludes what Catholics have traditionally called
“the spiritual sense” of Scripture and its sensus
plenior.* The PBC defines the spiritual sense as

“the meaning expressed by the biblical texts when

* For these three worlds of the text, see, e.g., Sandra M.
Schneiders, The Revelatory Text: Interpreting the New Tes-
tament as Sacred Scripture, 2nd ed. (Collegeville, MN: Li-
turgical Press, 1999).

* See PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. II. B. 2-3.

¥ PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. II. B. 2

% PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. II. B. 3. The sensus plenior can be thought of
as “another way of indicating the spiritual sense of a biblical
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read under the influence of the Holy Spirit, in the
context of the paschal mystery of Christ and of
the new life which flows from it.” The spiritual
sense “can never be stripped of its connection
with the literal sense,” which is its “indispensable
foundation.” Moreover, the spiritual sense “is not
to be confused with subjective interpretations
stemming from the imagination or intellectual
speculation.” The sensus plenior, or “fuller
sense,” is “a deeper meaning of the text, intended
by God but not clearly expressed by the human
author.”*®

One way of expressing our concern about the
strengths and limitations of the historical-critical
method, and the benefits of other approaches, is
to understand scriptural interpretation as taking
place with respect to multiple contexts. These in-
clude the text’s historical and literary contexts, its
canonical context, the relationship of the text to
the Church’s creeds and doctrine, the text’s re-
ception throughout history, and the particular
contemporary context of the interpreter and the
interpreter’s community. Methods that consider
historical and literary contexts for a text are,
therefore, necessary but limited and insufficient.

For theological and formational purposes, we

text in the case where the spiritual sense is distinct from the
literal sense. It has its foundation in the fact that the Holy
Spirit, principal author of the Bible, can guide human au-
thors in the choice of expressions in such a way that the
latter will express a truth the fullest depths of which the au-
thors themselves do not perceive” (no. II. B. 3; emphasis
added). But caution and even appropriate control must be
exercised, “by an explicit biblical text or by an authentic
doctrinal tradition,” to avoid “subjective interpretations
deprived of validity.”
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must also interpret Scripture within its additional
contexts.

Various scholar-teachers will use different
methods and approaches in addition to the his-
torical-critical method in their biblical instruc-
tion. All methods, we stress, are means to theo-
logical and formational ends in the seminary;
none is an end in itself. How this instruction is
best done is the topic of the third section of this

article.

Pedagogy for Formation in a Catholic
Seminary

If the goal of teaching Scripture in a Catholic
seminary is the formation of future priests, and if
proper understanding of the biblical text both re-
quires the historical-critical method and recog-
nizes its limitations, it is necessary that pedagog-
ical approaches incorporate historical-critical in-
quiry into study of Scripture in ways appropriate
to those ends. In fact, the limitations of historical
criticism and the reality that, in a Catholic con-

»49 re_

text, exegesis is a “theological discipline,
quire that historical-critical work be supple-
mented with other approaches and methods. All
of this has important implications for thinking
about the curriculum in relationship to the Scrip-
ture courses, along with both classroom instruc-

tion and assessment of student learning.

¥ PBC, “The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church,” no. III. D; see also the text’s Conclusion.
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Scripture Curriculum

Before we consider individual courses and teach-
ing strategies, it is helpful to think about the
whole Scripture curriculum as it relates to the
various Scripture courses. At the beginning of
this article, we outlined six goals of the Scripture
department at St. Mary’s. Developing depart-
mental goals related to formation, and consider-
ing a seminary’s Scripture curriculum in rela-
tionship to those goals, has a number of ad-

vantages, including:

1) It provides a way to plan with the end in
mind. If the telos is formation of men for
priesthood, it is essential to look across all
Scripture courses offered, to consider
how courses are sequenced, and to deter-
mine whether courses work together in
the service of all aspects of formation (hu-
man, spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral).
Thus, no one course needs to accomplish
all formational goals at once, but in the
aggregate, all goals should be addressed.

2) Itallows course sequencing to offer a her-
meneutical framework, and it ensures
that ideas and texts are introduced and
reinforced throughout the curriculum in
alogical manner. In the case of St. Mary’s,
for example, there is an early Scripture
course focused on a survey of the Bible

and on helping students develop a



Catholic approach to scriptural interpre-
tation (our goals 2 and especially 3, above,
scriptural knowledge and a Catholic her-
meneutic). This course precedes a course
that offers a broad overview of exegetical
methods (which addresses some of goal 4
above, sound exegesis). Both courses also
introduce students to various ways of
praying with Scripture (our goal 1, Scrip-
ture-infused prayer). Each of these two
courses has a particular emphasis, and
thus may focus especially on one or more
departmental goals. Sequenced in this
way, the two courses together also pro-
vide a logic for how to employ various ex-
egetical methods and orient students to-
ward study of subsequent individual con-
tent courses. The content courses rein-
force and expand the goals of the initial
courses while also addressing our goals 5
and 6 (scripturally informed ministry and

scriptural actualization).

Individual Course Instruction and
Assessment

In a Catholic seminary, course instruction should
not focus solely on relatively passive, teacher-
centered learning, but also employ more interac-
tive ways of engaging Scripture that both model
and foster spiritual, intellectual, pastoral, and hu-
man formation. Similarly, across various courses,

assessments should not focus simply on

0 These last two goals are not limited to particular
courses or even to Scripture courses alone.
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“In a Catholic seminary,
tual for- ] )
, course instruction
mation,
should . . . measure
but ]
development in all
through- .
aspects of priestly
out the e
' formation.
curricu-

lum as a whole, they should also measure devel-
opment in all aspects of priestly formation. Fi-
nally, Bible courses should incorporate global
perspectives on interpretation of Scripture, rec-
ognizing the diverse communities from which
seminarians come, and the wide variety of minis-
try contexts for which they are being prepared.
Below are some suggestions for ways to think
about a holistic approach to formation in the
context of seminary Scripture courses, many of
which are drawn from practices at St. Mary’s

Seminary & University:

In-Class Prayer

Using Scripture in class as part of corporate
prayer or as part of a course assignment helps to
meet the goal of Scripture-infused prayer, and

may take a variety of formats:

e Engage together as a class in group lectio
divina.
e Ask a student each class period to offer

the opening prayer, integrating the focal
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text for the day, ideally after a professor
models it.

o Ask students to write a psalm (particu-
larly in a Psalms course) and to reflect on
how the language of the biblical text
shaped their own prayer (i.e., what meta-
phors, formal elements, theological
themes, etc. informed their own psalm).

e Ask students to select and use a biblical
text (from the portion of the canon in fo-
cus) for prayer in a specific pastoral con-
text (e.g., with someone suffering from an
illness, or after the loss of a loved one) and
to reflect on the process of selecting and
using the text as prayer language.

e Askeach student to write a prayer and re-
flection based on a Scripture text that the
professor then compiles as part of a class
Advent or Lenten guide to prayer (which
could be shared within the seminary as a

resource).

Interactive Lectures and Seminar-Style Classes

At St. Mary’s, many of our larger classes are pri-
marily interactive lecture courses, while smaller
classes tend to be more seminar-like. Both styles
are especially appropriate for the study of scrip-
tural texts. Some suggestions for student-di-
rected learning in lectures or seminar classes in-

clude:

e Ask students to prepare a page of insights

and questions for discussion (bullet
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points or paragraphs), considering such
matters as: What new things did I learn
from reading the assigned scriptural texts
(and possibly also secondary readings
such as commentaries and articles)?
What points do I wish to be clarified?
What surprised me? What would I like to
hear my classmates’ opinions on? What

did I learn that resolved a question I had?

Ask one student each class period to pre-
sent a one-page exegetical and theological
overview of the text for the day, including

two or three questions for discussion.

Ask students to engage global perspec-
tives on scriptural interpretation by do-
ing an oral book review from a non-

western scholar.

Ask students to do an “entrance” or “exit”
question at the beginning or end of each
class. Examples of entrance/exit tickets

include:

o What theological themes from the
text are most relevant to contempo-
rary readers? Why?

o What new insight did you gain from
discussion of the text?

o What did you notice in the text that
you hadn’t previously?

o Are there any elements of the text dis-

cussed today that would be challeng-



ing to preach? If so, why, and how
might you handle that challenge?

o What questions do you still have after
class discussion of the text?

o What contemporary pastoral ques-
tions are addressed by this text?

o How might one’s social location im-

pact the interpretation of this text?

Small-Group Discussions

Small groups can be a particularly effective peda-

gogical strategy. Some suggestions for how to in-

corporate this:

Divide the class into groups that meet
monthly for discussion of spiritual, theo-
logical, and pastoral issues related to what
has been studied that month. Students ro-
tate leadership of the discussion, prepar-
ing discussion questions (to be approved
by the instructor) in advance, to which
students must prepare brief responses be-

fore the discussion.

Organize the class into small groups, with
each group connected to a particular pe-
ricope on which each member of the
group will eventually write an exegesis
paper. Provide the groups opportunities
to reflect together on various aspects of
the text (formal elements, literary con-

text, theological themes, etc.) throughout
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the semester as they work independently

on their own exegesis.

Pair students together around a specific

exegetical question and ask them to dis-

cuss it and then share insights with the
larger class. For example:

o ask students to outline a given Scrip-
ture text, and then describe how the
structure they have identified con-
tributes to the text’s theological mes-
sage;

o ask students to examine a text in rela-
tionship to its historical context, and
to consider whether and how under-
standing the historical context of the
text helps to nuance or inform their
understanding of the text’s message;

o invite students to consider which pas-
toral challenges are presented by a pe-

ricope.

Assign three or four groups to each read
a different interpretation of a biblical text,
choosing from such secondary sources as
recent scholarly works (which should in-
clude readings from different social loca-
tions), contemporary homilies, patristic
writings, children’s books, movies, etc.
that engage a particular passage. Ask stu-
dents to discuss their reading (or review)
of those interpretations in small groups,
and then share insights, reflections, and

questions with the larger class.
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In-Class Oral Presentations

o Ask students to do an exegetical research
project, share their research findings in a
20-25-minute presentation, and then an-
swer questions for 10 minutes. Scriptural
knowledge, a Catholic scriptural herme-
neutic, and sound scriptural exegesis are
the main goals addressed in this pedagog-
ical practice, but also sometimes scriptur-

ally informed practices of ministry.

e Ask students to present on a significant
theological theme from the biblical
book(s) studied in the course and to iden-
tify two or three important texts that de-

velop that theme.

e Ask students to prepare a PowerPoint
presentation for a parish Bible study, cov-
ering contextualization of the pericope in
its historical setting, the text as a source
for understanding the history of Israel or
the early Church, assessment of the text’s
value as an historical source, the text’s
major theological themes, and the role of

the text in the Church’s lectionary cycle.
Reflection Papers
Scripturally informed practices of ministry and
scriptural actualization are goals that can be ad-

dressed by reflection papers, which might in-

clude such assignments as:
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e Ask students to write a short paper con-
necting a theme or text in one book of
Scripture to a contemporary issue in the
Church.

e Ask students to choose a passage about
ministry and relate it to contemporary

priestly ministry.

Exegesis Papers

A number of different approaches to exegesis pa-
pers can enrich learning and contribute to the
formation of priests in a seminary context. It may
be appropriate for some exegetical assignments
to focus especially on intellectual formation,
while others incorporate pastoral or spiritual for-
mation as a part of the assignment. Ideally, exe-
getical assignments that emphasize academic
knowledge will be paired with other course as-
signments attending to other aspects of priestly
formation. Some options for exegetical papers

used at St. Mary’s have included:

e an exegesis paper that focuses especially
on use of historical-critical methods, in-
cluding word study, source criticism, lit-
erary context, form criticism, and histo-
ricity, and to present each of these five
sections sequentially (this may be accom-
panied by an oral presentation to the
class);

e an exegesis paper that asks students to fo-
cus on literary aspects of the text (meta-

phor, literary structure, etc.);



e an exegetical paper that asks students to
incorporate both literary and theological

approaches, along with a final homily.

“[T]he one Reception History

intangible item
that makes for
excellence in the
teaching of
Scripture in a
Catholic seminary
is passion.”

A Catholic her-
meneutic values
the tradition of
scriptural inter-
pretation. There

are many ways to

incorporate  as-
pects of the reception history of a text into class
presentations and papers. In addition, the follow-
ing activities may be helpful in increasing student
awareness and appreciation of the long history,

and various modes, of biblical interpretation:

e Ask students to report on the interpreta-
tion of a particular text in the patristic,
medieval, reformation, and contempo-
rary periods.

e Have students listen to music or contem-
plate visual art that interprets a particular
scriptural passage, and then discuss their
understanding of the interpretation of-
tered by the artist.

e Have students watch a video (or part of a
video), or read a printed copy, of a homily
or sermon on a biblical text and then dis-
cuss the preacher’s interpretation of the

text.
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e Have students compare and contrast two
or three very different interpretations of a
biblical text (e.g., in several commen-
taries) and then discuss the strengths and

weaknesses of each interpretation.

Homilies

Several courses at St. Mary’s require the writing
of homilies, sometimes at the conclusion of an
exegetical paper (as noted above) and sometimes
as stand-alone projects after the student does ap-
propriate research and exegesis. Scriptural
knowledge, a Catholic scriptural hermeneutic,
sound scriptural exegesis, and scripturally in-
formed practices of ministry are all assessed in

these homiletical exercises.

Conclusion

In this essay, we have discussed the theory and
practice of teaching Scripture in a Catholic semi-
nary—the “soul” of theology—in light of Church
documents. We have argued that this fundamen-
tally means teaching Scripture formationally. Af-
ter discussing St. Mary’s formational goals in
connection with the sixth edition of the PPF, we
proposed five two-part hermeneutical principles
that emerge from Church documents about
Scripture. We then considered the necessity and
value, but also the limits, of historical criticism
and the historical-critical method, exploring
what else is necessary for Catholic exegesis to be
“guided by faith.” We concluded with some sug-

gestions, from our own experience, for ways to
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teach Scripture formationally in light of Catholic
hermeneutics and Church documents.

Perhaps a final word would be this: appropri-
ate hermeneutical principles and sound exegeti-
cal methods are critical, and good pedagogy is es-
sential. But the one intangible item that makes
for excellence in the teaching of Scripture in a
Catholic seminary is passion: passion for the
Word of God, for Christ himself, for the life of
the Church, and for the priestly ministry of the
Sacred Scriptures. This passion is what makes a
seminarian love Scripture and see it as the soul,
not only of the Church’s theology, but of his
life—and of the lives of all the faithful. In the
words of Pope Benedict XVI,

The faithful should be able to perceive clearly

that the preacher has a compelling desire to

Paul Maillet, P.S.S., S.T.D. (pmail-

Michael J. Gorman, Ph.D. (mgor-

present Christ, who must stand at the centre
of every homily. For this reason preachers
need to be in close and constant contact with
the sacred text; they should prepare for the
homily by meditation and prayer, so as to

preach with conviction and passion.

And as Pope Francis has said,

When we take time to pray and meditate on
the sacred text, we can speak from the heart
and thus reach the hearts of those who hear
us, conveying what is essential and capable of
bearing fruit. May we never tire of devoting
time and prayer to Scripture, so that it may be
received “not as a human word but as what it
really is, the word of God” (1 Thess 2:13).%

Rebecca Hancock, Ph.D. (rhan-

let@stmarys.edu) Fr. Maillet is Direc- ~ man@stmarys.edu) Dr. Gorman holds  cock@stmarys.edu) Dr. Hancock is As-

tor of Spiritual Life Programs and As-  the Raymond E. Brown Chair in Bibli-  sociate Dean of the Ecumenical Insti-

sociate Professor of Sacred Scripture at  cal Studies and Theology and is Profes-  tute at St Mary’s Seminary & Univer-

St. Mary’s Seminary & University.

Seminary & University.

> Pope Benedict XV, Verbum Domini, no. 59.
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sity and Adjunct Instructor of Sacred
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Teaching Systematic Theology in a Catholic

Seminary”

Robert F. Leavitt, P.S.S., S.T.D.
Introduction

This article will discuss the nature and the role of
Systematic Theology (“systematics”) in seminary
intellectual formation. More specifically what
contribution does systematics make to the intel-
lectual outcomes expected in the new Program of
Priestly Formation? How and why does the out-
come of theological integration and synthesis

disproportionately depend on systematics?

of Munster and published important books in the
field. He later served as cardinal-prefect of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith for
twenty-four years. The biggest names in the post-
conciliar period were in systematics — Karl Rah-
ner, Edward Schillebeeckx, Henri de Lubac, Ber-
nard Lonergan, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Joseph
Ratzinger, and Walter Kasper. In the United
States, one thinks of Avery Dulles, David Tracy,

and Francis Schiissler Fiorenza. A seminarian

In 1991, the Atlantic Monthly published an
article “Can Poetry Matter?”! That sparked more
letters to the editor than anything published in

who completed a degree in theology without hav-
ing read something written by these figures can-
not understand where the discipline has been and
the magazine’s history! A glance at any seminary is today.2
catalog will tell you systematics matters. More
credits are set aside in systematics than in any
other subject. Joseph Ratzinger taught systemat-

ics at the University of Bonn and the University

" See John W. O’Malley, Trent: What Happened at the Council, Harvard University Press, 2013. The Council of Trent (July
15, 1563) issued the first ever decree on the training of priests. The counter-reformation for priestly formation had begun.
Before Trent, seminaries did not exist. Mediaeval universities educated Dominican and Franciscan religious in theology. Secular
(diocesan) priests did not attend universities but learned theology like a trade - by a hands-on “pastoral” apprenticeship with
an ordained priest. Even after Trent, the academic demands on future priests were minimal at best. In the 16" and 17" centuries
in Milan and later in Paris, under the Sulpicians, new models were invented for theological and spiritual formation of priests.
Four hundred years after Trent, Vatican Council II (1965) promulgated two decrees on priesthood: The Decree on the Priest-
hood (Presbyterorum Ordinis) and the Decree on Priestly Formation (Optatam Totius).

! See Dana Gioia, Can Poetry Matter? Essays on Poetry and American Culture, Tenth Anniversary Edition, Minneapolis:
Graywolf Press, 2002, xi.

2 For example, Karl Rahner, Foundations of the Christian Faith, Joseph Ratzinger Introduction to Theology, Edward Schil-
lebeeckx The Understanding the Faith: Interpretation and Criticism, Walter Kasper, An Introduction to Christian Faith, Avery
Dulles, Models of Revelation and The Craft of Theology, David Tracy A Blessed Rage for Order and The Analogical Imagination,
Bernard Lonergan, Method in Theology, Francis Schiissler Fiorenza, Foundational Theology.
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The unique

“[S]ystematic
theology ... is the
only discipline
responsible for
explaining the
sources, logic, and
reasons for the
teachings in the
Catechism of the

Catholic Church.” |
tion. The doctri-

role systematics
plays in semi-
nary intellectual
formation is to
provide concep-
tual and meth-
odological “Vel-
cro” for theolog-

investiga-

nal teachings of the Catholic Church require a
discipline that studies the overall coherence and
logic of doctrine. The Ratio Fundamentalis
(2016) and the new Program of Priestly For-
mation (PPF 2022) stress integration in all four
pillars of formation. The humanity, prayer life,
theological vision, and pastoral competencies of
a seminarian need to be formed and assessed at
the same time. The name for the concluding stage
of seminary formation is a “synthetic stage.” The
word “synthesis” hardly means a seminarian at
the end of his studies could write a Summa theo-
logiae. At the best, it might mean that he could
make sense of passages extracted from St. Augus-
tine on grace, from St. Thomas on sacraments,
from Karl Rahner on Trinitarian monotheism,
from Hans Urs von Balthasar on how the cate-
gory of beauty applies to faith. At the least, it
means he could preach what the Church teaches
and make sense of it in the ordinary course of his
ministry for well-educated professional Catho-

lics.
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Academic catalogs are notoriously difficult to
decipher. But, to give some idea of the impor-
tance of systematics, out of 109 total credit hours
in theology at St. Mary’s Seminary & University,
35 credits are in systematic-liturgical theology,
19.5 each in scripture and moral theology, 12 in
pastoral studies, 9 in church history. 30 credits
are required in philosophy alone. Core courses in
systematics include Fundamental theology, God
and Trinity, Christology, and Pneuma-tology fol-
lowing the logic in the great creeds. Subjects cir-
cling around this Trinitarian nucleus are the doc-
trines of Creation, Theological Anthropology,
Sin and Grace, Redemption, Ecclesiology, the
Sacraments, especially Priesthood, the Doctrine
of Mary, Missiology, and Eschatology.

Faculty with doctoral level expertise teach all
these courses. Despite best intentions, such a list
can seem a potpourri of facts, methods, and ideas
mattering to each professor but disconnected for
seminarians. Different theological subjects like
philosophy, scripture, church history can easily
pass like ships in the night, each carrying im-
portant cargo, all hoping to dock and unload at
the same port. If there is one discipline in semi-
nary that ought to be able to bring it together, it
is systematic theology. It is the only discipline re-
sponsible for explaining the sources, logic, and
reasons for the teachings in the Catechism of the
Catholic Church.

The Program of Priestly Formation 6th edi-
tion spells out the requirements, benchmarks,
and norms for theology. That still leaves consid-

erable room for deans and professors to figure



out how to approximate integration across this
scattering of theological disciplines. Having
spent five decades teaching systematics in a sem-
inary, and then serving as its president rector, I
welcome the synthetic ambitions in the PPF. ?

Methodology answers the question — how do
you do that? It is the key in any science, disci-
pline, or trade. Specializations in theology may
presume or obscure methodological issues. If
there is to be intellectual rigor in theological rea-
soning, seminarians need to see how it’s done in
scripture, moral or systematic theology. Theol-
ogy is no longer the “seamless garment” it once
was. But it can strive for a methodological redun-
dancy so seminarians can see all theology as sci-
entific. The merry-go-round of coursework
should let everyone enter and get off at the same
methodological gate - How do you explain that?
How should I understand that? Can I critique
that? How can I pull all that together?

One final observation on method. Dei Ver-
bum, The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church, and Verbum Domini are methodologi-
cally significant for systematics. If Sacred Scrip-
ture is to be the “soul of theology,” what does
such a metaphor imply? * If philosophy has been
praised as the “handmaiden of theology,” how
does that metaphor affect theology’s “scriptural

* Immediately following priestly ordination in 1968, I
began teaching fundamental theology. In 1980, I became
the seminary’s president-rector and continued teaching
systematics until 2017.

* The Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpreta-
tion of the Bible in the Church (St. Paul Books and Media,
1993), 28.
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soul”? Every one of the courses in systematics

needs to answer those questions.

On Systematic Theology

I. General Remarks on Theology °

The genus “theology” has many species in it.
St. Anselm’s definition “faith seeking under-
standing” (fides quaerens intellectum) is as gen-
eral as it is succinct. The word faith, in an eco-
nomical fashion, covers both the deposit of faith
and the act of faith of a believer in what the de-
posit affirms. Faith, in the Catholic sense, is a per-
sonal act and an ecclesial act at the same time.
Those who teach theology in a seminary require
a license (mandatum) from a bishop authorizing
them to do so in the name of the Church. Theol-
ogy is one field, but the special disciplines in it are
multiple. There is biblical theology, historical
theology, dogmatic theology, moral theology, li-
turgical theology, and systematic theology, and
the systematics of each doctrine in a hierarchy of
doctrines. Each of these focuses on a specific sub-
set of theological material and questions related
to specific areas in the faith - in scripture, in the
writings of major theologians, in dogmatic teach-
ings of the Church, in Catholic moral principles,

in worship and sacraments, in the overarching

> See, Fundamental Theology, 1060-1080. See also,
Handbook of Catholic Theology, edited by Wolfgang
Beinert and Francis Schiissler Fiorenza (New York: Cross-
road, 1995), 699-703.
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search for principles and methods of theological
reasoning which apply across the board in every
theological discipline.

To be scientific, theological reasoning re-
quires what David Tracy calls “criteria of appro-
priateness” and “criteria of intelligibility.”® Be-
cause the primary evidence of the faith is handed
down in Tradition, its classic written expressions
in Sacred Scripture, in sacramental liturgy, in au-
thoritative creeds, in dogmatic definitions of
councils and popes, in the Church Fathers and
other theological writings provide theology’s
source material. All written texts, from laws to
poems, require methods of interpretation appro-
priate to them. For that reason, theology looks to
historical sciences, to exegetical methods in liter-
ary criticism, to metaphysics, to philosophical
hermeneutics, to legal theory, even to aesthetics
as auxiliary disciplines. The concept of literary
form, familiar from modern scripture studies,
finds its counterpart in systematics and dogmat-
ics in the interpretation of the weight of conciliar,
synodal, and papal teaching.’

Philosophy is Catholic theology’s closest cog-
nate discipline. It serves to ground doctrine in
metaphysical principles to make clear that faith is
about a reality not a mere subjective feeling. A
philosophy of knowledge explains the Church’s
conviction that the mind can know the meta-

physical truth about the reality of God and

¢ David Tracy, “Approaching the Christian Under-
standing of God,” in Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic
Perspectives, Vol. I (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, Second
Edition, 2011), 142-144.
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human beings.
That truth can be

“For seminarians,
learning to think
theologically
about faith
means learning
to translate
mysteries into the
defined categories
of a tradition.”

known, argued
for, and clearly
stated in words.
Hermeneutical

philosophy edu-
cates faith about
language as the

tool by which

human beings express their grasp of reality, in-
cluding realities which exceed the resources of
the physical sciences. The philosophy of aesthet-
ics has recently emerged as another way of doing
theology more concerned with faith’s aesthetic
forms (e.g., in architecture, art, music, drama and
poetry).

Theology is human reason applied to the be-
lief in divine revelation. Dei Filius from Vatican
Council T (1870) stated that divine revelation
transcends reason. It transcends as a mystery, as
a surplus of meaning and truth which always
await further articulation. Revelation is not a
Sphinx, an enigma meant to baffle, defy, much
less to mock human reason. An act of faith which
withdraws into the world of private religious sen-
sibility by refusing to speak publicly has not yet
become a theological faith. Theology aims to
speak the truth about divine revelation in a co-

herent if analogical form. Sometimes, in mystical

7 Handbook of Catholic Theology, “Ecclesial Magiste-
rium,” 194-199. See also, Francis Sullivan, Magisterium:
Teaching Authority in the Church, (New York: Paulist
Press, 1983). This is an excellent treatment of an essential
concept which still causes misunderstandings.



theology, it resorts to apophatic forms of speak-
ing to underscore the divine mystery, to shock
faith out of fundamentalism.

For seminarians, learning to think theologi-
cally about faith means learning to translate mys-
teries into the defined categories of a tradition.
Like any science, theology has its dictionaries of
lexical terms. God-talk expresses itself first bibli-
cally and liturgically. The aim of systematics is to
capture in precise theological and philosophical
language what revelation gives as a mystery often
in narratives and metaphors. Seminarians need
to learn how to question revelation and at the
same time feel subordinate to it. They must learn
how to ask intelligent questions in a critical man-
ner about faith and not be fearful of losing obedi-
ence to it. The best theological thinking enriches
personal faith by purifying it of idolatry. It does
not water it down. On the contrary, it fortifies it
against unbelief.

Finally, to teach theology effectively as a sci-
ence of faith demands that professors know the
pre-theological ~ presuppositions seminarians
bring with them. If those biases are unknown at
the time of admission, teaching faith theologi-
cally will prove frustrating. Moving from first na-
iveté to second naiveté in faith is not easy. A class
of first-year theologians will have its share of
seminarians ignorant of basic catechetics as well
as others, often more intelligent and curious

about theology, who have forged a synthesis for

8 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2007). This philosophical study of the so-
cial history of the idea of secularity has become the stand-
ard work in the field. For its a relationship to the New
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themselves already. Some seminarians will come
searching for answers, not for more technical
questions. Critical thinking in theology can feel
uninspiring and dry. The enrichment that study-
ing critical theology gives to personal prayer and
faith takes time.

Controversies in Catholic theology since
1900, when the ecclesial magisterium had to ad-
dress theological problems as rearguard attacks
on faith, may cause seminarians to regard theol-
ogy with suspicion. The “hermeneutic of suspi-
cion” works two ways: from without as a secular-
ized hermeneutic demystifying faith; or from
within by a hermeneutic suspicious of theological
exploration as a fifth column within the Church.
Teaching theology, in this context, is like fighting

a war on two fronts. 8

I1. A Brief History of Systematic Theology

Let me offer remarks on the historical devel-
opment of theology to put systematics in its
proper context. Sacred Scripture thinks theologi-
cally but not in a “systematic” fashion. Pre-sys-
tematic theological themes and emergent trajec-
tories of meaning are everywhere in the Bible.
What we have there are nascent theologies in the
form of narratives, moral and juridic injunction,
hymns, in glorious prophetic visions of hope and
in terrible threats, even as legends, parables and

proverbs. Theological thinking becomes keryg-

Evangelization, see Robert F. Leavitt, The Truth Will Make
You Free: The New Evangelization for a Secular Age, (Col-
legeville: Liturgical Press, 2019).

72



Seminary Journal

matic (proclamatory) in the Gospels. It verges to-
wards catechesis and argumentative rhetoric in
St. Paul’s Letters. In the Johannine literature, the-
ological thinking becomes self-consciously sym-
bolic and almost metaphysical. In these biblical
books, theological reasoning is done in the form
of scriptural quotation.

It is the task of a biblical theology to organize
and arrange these pre-systematic discourses for
systematics. In the post-apostolic period, Chris-
tian thinkers had to answer objections to the
faith, so they had recourse to another vocabulary
and other arguments. The closing of the biblical
canon in the second century created the Chris-
tian Bible and, in one stroke, defined where any
subsequent theological argument had to appeal
for justification. ° The Hebrew Scriptures, now
called the Old Testament (or First Testament),
made their way into the Christian Bible in the
light of the story of Jesus Christ.'

The first Christian confessional formulas in
the New Testament are already indicative of a
theological transition to a synthetic creedal sum-
mary of the faith. ' Heretical ideas, as we know
from the Gospels and St. Paul, often sprang up
first. They required that bishops and theologians
clarify the faith’s most basic concepts. The

® See Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty (ed.), The Critical
Study of Sacred Texts. Berkeley: Berkeley Religious Studies
Series, 1979. The final essay, “Epilogue: The Sacred Text
and the Community,” 271-276, by Paul Ricoeur explains
the complexities involved in studying a “human text”
which the ecclesial community considers essentially as a
“sacred text.”

19 See, The Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Jewish
People and their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible

73

doctrine of Monotheism we take for granted to-
day had to survive the atheisms and polytheisms
of the ancient world. Confessing the true human-
ity and divinity of Jesus Christ demanded reject-
ing a Docetic Christology by employing a philo-
sophical dictionary the Bible lacked. The Holy
Trinity was simply unthinkable for a monotheis-
tic faith until the word “person” was philosophi-
cally redefined. To accomplish these three shifts
alone in the first four centuries of the Christian
era in theology was monumental. In short, con-
cepts taken from a Hellenistic philosophical lexi-
con helped biblical Christians resolve the most
fundamental semantic aporias of faith in Christ.
The doctrine of the Holy Spirit would take far
longer to articulate and, even then, would end up
splitting Greek from Latin Christianity. Some
theologians argue that the theology of the Holy
Spirit remains the most important area of sys-
tematic reflection. The idea of Tradition depends
on it.

The biblical exegete and commentator Ori-
gen wrote On First Principles - sometimes called
the first systematic theology. St. Augustine’s ge-
nius wedded Latin rhetoric and Plotinus to the
Four Gospels, St. Paul’s Letters, and the Psalms

to compose the greatest statement of Christianity

(2002). The Preface to this text by Joseph Cardinal
Ratzinger makes very significant points about historical
and theological interpretation of the Old Testament.

" Vernon H. Neufeld, The Earliest Christian Confes-
sions (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1963). Also, Jaroslav Pelikan,
Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Con-
fessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2003).



in Late Roman Antiquity. In the Christian East,
Greek theologians from Athanasius through the
Cappadocian Fathers to Pseudo-Dionysius
worked out different theologies of a more mysti-
cal character. Theology in the first millennium
had not yet reached the stage of the Summa the-
ologiae of St. Thomas Aquinas nor that of the the-
ological specializations we have today.

Only in the mediaeval period did theology

became systematic in the proper sense. The Ara-

bic translations of

“Our best ,
] Aristotle made the
systematic ‘
. Summa theologiae of
theologians

St. Thomas possible.
have set out to P

build a bridge
from Catholic

He worked out a set
of logical, metaphys-

ical, and ethical cate-

thought to
secular and gories as a philo-
ecumenical sophical loom on
thought. A which to weave a sci-
proper Catholic entific synthesis. St.
theOIOQicaI Thomas  perfected
education for the Anselmian defi-
seminarians nition of theology by

demonstrating how
cannot neglect

walking them
across that
bridge.”

to translate a biblical
faith  ontologically
and  synthetically.

The genius of that

achievement has lasted a millennium.

After St. Thomas, the context for theology
underwent too many changes to mention here.
The rise of banking and economics, of higher

mathematics and the physical sciences, and
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various philosophical rationalisms altered the
perception of theology’s truth-claims. The
Protestant Reformation limited the source of the-
ological reflection and argument in the doctrine
of Sola Scriptura. The Enlightenment threw the
ultimate gauntlet down before theology by cate-
gorically denying biblical revelation and by con-
testing metaphysical reason. Catholic theology
and Protestant theology, in their own ways,
would withdraw into comfortable confessional
enclaves of their own. Protestant authorities
composed confessions to give faith a point of the-
ological synthesis. The modern secular university
can recognize a scholarly field of Religious Stud-
ies and the Philosophy of Religion, but the con-
fessionalism of Christian faith disqualifies any
theology as scientific in its eyes. There are private
universities, with well-endowed Divinity Schools
and chairs in Catholic Theology, to represent the
discipline exiled now from public higher educa-
tion. Newman Centers on campus serve as re-
doubts against an encroaching secularism.

The language of faith informed by reason,
and the languages of the modern physical and so-
cial sciences lack a common grammar. Our best
systematic theologians have set out to build a
bridge from Catholic thought to secular and ecu-
menical thought. A proper Catholic theological
education for seminarians cannot neglect walk-
ing them across that bridge. The dialogue of
faiths is only possible for a theology with a long
memory and the theological tools to decipher

confessional agreements and disagreements.

74



Seminary Journal

II1. Teaching Systematic Theology in the Post-

Reformation

The Reformation and Enlightenment nar-
rowed Catholic systematics to an apologetics di-
rected chiefly against Protestantism and philo-
sophical rationalism. Theology split into sub-dis-
ciplines (dogmatics, moral theology, spiritual
theology, mystical theology). Most important
was the invention of a pedagogical genre for sem-
inaries called the dogmatic manual.’> “Manualist
theology” differed from how St. Thomas did the-
ology. The Summa posed theological questions,
answered them, and responded to objections to
those answers. The dogmatic manuals, on the
other hand, did theology defensively by asserting
church teaching and defending it. The teaching
as stated was presumed to have resolved all theo-
logical inquiry in-advance. The concept of dog-
matic development did not exist. The Vincentian
Canon once defined faith as “what was believed
everywhere, always, and by all” (ubique, semper,
ab omnibus). Nothing ever changed, neither
dogma nor the theology supporting it. History it-
self would topple this schema.

Systematics saw itself as a deductive disci-
pline. Doctrines played the role of major prem-

ises in a syllogism from which logical or “fitting

12 See, Jared Wicks, “Manualist Theology,” in Funda-
mental Theology, 1102-1105, and Francis Schiissler Fio-
renza, “Systematic Theology: Task and Methods,” in Sys-
tematic Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives, Vol. I
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, Second Edition, 2011), 20-26.

1 Jared Wicks, “Manualist Theology,” in Fundamental
Theology, 1102.
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conclusions” could be drawn. For each doctrine
of the church, the dogmatic manual supplied a
precise dogmatic value. Theological opinions
were classified as certain, safe, dangerous, or er-
roneous interpretations. The most respected
manuals were those written by R. Garrigou-La-
grange, H. ]. Diekmann, S. Tromp, M. Nicolau,
C. Pesch, A. Tanquerey, and L. Lercher."* Semi-
narians studying theology in Catholic seminaries
after Trent until Vatican Council II learned their
systematics from one of these dogmatic manuals.

Prior to Vatican II, teaching systematics was
teaching from a dogmatic manual. In the early
1960s, the Latin dogmatic manuals of the Spanish
Jesuits under the auspices of the University of
Salamanca were our textbooks.' In dogma, a
professor translated the Latin and explained
terms to make sure we got it. The only scripture
was a paragraph or two of biblical proof-texts.
The bell rang. We went to Old Testament class. It
was taught by a professor who had us read a fas-
cinating book on the History of Israel, walked us
word by word through Genesis 1-3, parsed the
Hebrew, had us read two Ancient Near Eastern
creation myths, defined what human authorship
in the Book of Genesis really amounted to, made
distinctions between how ancients might have

read these chapters and how theologians do

" Sacrae Theologiae Summa, Vol 1-4, Biblioteca de
Autores Christianos, Matriti, MCMLXIIL The titles of the
individual volumes: Vol. 1: Introductio in Theologiam. De
vera religione. De ecclesia Christi. De sacra Scriptura; Vol.
II De Deo uno et trino. De Deo creante et elevante; Vol. 111
De Verbo incarnato. Mariologia. De gratia. De virtutibus in-
fusis; Vol. IV De sacramentis. De Novissismis.



today. The class hours spent in dogma on creatio
ex nihilo and peccatum originale and the class
hours on the creation and fall narratives in the
Book of Genesis were not yet on speaking terms.
After Vatican II, professors set the Latin manuals
aside; most seminarians tossed them out. A pro-
fessor’s lecture notes and readings from trans-
lated French and German theological mono-
graphs were how systematics was taught. The dis-
cipline of theology in the very course of its own
conceptual metamorphosis jumped off the page
at us.

I began teaching systematics in 1971. Sacrae
Theologiae Summa I, Theologia Fundamentalis of
the Spanish Jesuits still sat on my bookshelf. But
Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger were the text-
books I used. To point up the differences, I xer-
oxed pages from the Summa and the Spanish Jes-
uits dogmatic manual to show seminarians how
theology was once written. The manuals had use-
ful information in them like the dogmatic weight
of a particular doctrine, the state of the question
(status quaestionis) in theology, the degrees of
certitude about theological opinions ranging
from certain to controversial and dangerous.
These “exhibits” from the mediaeval period and
the recent past of seminary dogmatics proved en-
lightening.

In the 19™ century, philosophical agnosticism
and a pale Deism led Pope Leo XIII to call for a
reinvigorated Thomism. Engaging the way that

'3 As cited in Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic
Perspectives, Vol. I and Vol. II (Fortress Press, Second Edi-
tion, 2011. James C. Livingston, Francis Schiissler Fiorenza
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historical criticism of the Bible played itself out
then led Pope Pius X to condemn biblical and
theological Modernism. The theological interest
in personal faith and the believing person led the-
ologians to connect Thomism to a Kantian, exis-
tentialist, and phenomenological method. Eccle-
sial suspicions extended to Patristic studies of
Origen and St. Augustine in the 1940s labelled
polemically as a nouvelle theologie.

Systematics prior to Vatican Council II was
far from dormant. The work of figures like Jean
Danielou, Yves Congar, Henri de Lubac, John
Courtney Murray, Augustin Bea, and Karl Rah-
ner prepared the way for further theological de-
velopment leading to the four major Constitu-
tions and the various Decrees and Declarations
of Vatican II. The aftermath of the council would
not be an easy one for seminaries or theology.

Before Vatican II, Hans Kung called for re-
form in the Church. Hans Urs von Balthasar
compared Kung to Hercules cleaning out the Au-
gean Stables!"® Like Trent, Vatican II had house
cleaning to do, liturgical changes to implement,
major dogmatic teachings on revelation and the
church to refresh with new expressions, pastoral
challenges to define and meet. Like Trent, theo-
logical experts (periti like Hans Kung, Karl Rah-
ner, and Joseph Ratzinger) helped to shape the
language of the documents.

At the end of the decade, however, Kung

would symbolize an emergent hubris in theology

with Sarah Coakley and James H. Evans, Jr. Modern Chris-
tian Thought Volume II (Second Edition) Prentiss-Hall,
2000), 256.
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when he challenged the papal teaching on birth
control and infallibility. A public struggle be-
tween the embattled Pope Paul VI and theologi-
ans ensued. Pope John Paul II with Joseph
Ratzinger would rebalance the scales after the
Augean stables had been swept out.

The story of the post-conciliar chapter in
Catholic systematics is unfinished. The plotline,
as I just stated, is familiar. The first chapter came
in 1968 with Humanae vitae where Paul VI found
himself challenged by his own cardinals and
moralists. Liberation theology was already mak-
ing its mark in Latin America. Soon feminist the-
ology would come alive in the United States. The
wineskins of traditional theology could not easily
accommodate the new wine bubbling up on the
peripheries of the Church. John Paul I and Car-
dinal Joseph Ratzinger, with the theological re-
sources of the Vatican, could not allow theology,
no matter how brilliant and innovative, to usurp
the role of magisterium. They insisted on system-
atic theology and moral theology evidencing a
clear ecclesial identity. It was not beholden to
what might, on any given topic, strike individuals
as plausible in secular culture. Traditionalists un-
happy with Vatican II would feel emboldened. A
long theological drama would unfold.

When Dei Verbum endorsed the appropriate
application of critical biblical studies to Sacred

Scripture, it also established an important pivot

16 The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation,
Dei Verbum, 24. The language in the text about the rela-
tionship of Scripture to Tradition is vague so the precise
nature of the relationship remains an open question in
Catholic theology.
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for systematics. Theologians had to become flu-
ent in biblical studies to understand the dogmatic
trajectories latent there.’® Theological work on
the concept of Tradition had gained new mo-
mentum. The Holy Spirit is the living grace of
God animating the life of the Church. Revelation
is the Word of God in Sacred Scripture and Tra-
dition. Theological and magisterial interpreta-
tion of God’s Word happens concurrently in a
spirit of ecclesial communion.

A pre-theological advantage for systematics

exists in the Catechism of the Catholic Church. It

offers “Systematics professors
dear. need to pay attention to
S@rting | all that is going on in the
point Church by reading,
for fur- | gigesting, organizing,
therthe- | and filtering the best
ological | theological thinking for
reflec- seminarians.”

tion and

understanding. But catechetics is not systematic
theology in the sense we are using it here. Ques-
tions that are well-framed and based on facts are
what drive theological discovery and further un-
derstanding of the faith. The seminary needs to
prepare seminarians to understand those ques-
tions, facts, and discoveries so they know how to
preach and teach a living faith. The threshold of

competency for priestly ordination requires

17 See Francis Schiissler Fiorenza on the theology of Jo-
seph Cardinal Ratzinger in Modern Christian Thought Vol-
ume II (Second Edition) Prentiss-Hall, 2000), 260-263.



reevaluation. Private preferences in religion do
not rise to the level of theological arguments. The
way a pastor preaches and leads his people is ef-
fectively his systematics and ecclesiology in ac-
tion. The way he preaches is exegesis and system-
atics done rhetorically.

Thanks to what the Pontifical Biblical Com-
mission has published on exegesis, scripture
courses in seminaries enjoy an enviable method-
ological redundancy across the curriculum. His-
torical criticism, literary criticism, rhetorical
analysis, narrative analysis, semiotic analysis, ca-
nonical analysis, sociological and contextual
analysis of texts yield valuable insights for the fu-
ture preacher. A systematics course thoughtfully
attentive to those developments will have its

thinking and arguments refreshed.

IV. A Personal Intermezzo

At St. Mary’s Seminary in 1964, a thirty-six-
year-old biblical scholar gave a library tour to our
tirst theology class. He was telling us how to do
term papers. What we ended up learning was how
to do theology. Theological science, as Raymond
Brown, §. S., understood it, begins in the library
where a seminarian’s faith seeking understand-
ing is scanning the dictionaries and encyclope-
dias of the Reference Collection. We got the mes-
sage. Park your opinions elsewhere until you
have read enough of what is in these pages to
know what you’re talking about. Every seminary
should assign its best theological mind to con-

duct that tour for all incoming seminarians. The
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seminary’s theological library is the archives of
the faith it celebrates in the chapel. A holy hour
in a chapel pew will mean more after a year if a
seminarian puts five hours in at a library carrel.
Sacraments, liturgies, devotions - they all need
dogmatics.

Systematic theology is based on divine reve-
lation and Church teaching. It is resourced from
the pooled results of other disciplines, especially
exegesis, history, culture, metaphysics, and her-
meneutic philosophy. Scholarly information is
flowing downstream demanding systematic re-
flection and integration. A Swiss priest spent his
life outside the academy reading artistic classics
to write a modern theological aesthetics. A Jesuit
priest took courses in philosophy at Freiburg to
recapture the spirit of St. Thomas. The ecclesial
magisterium is weighing in on it periodically and
tulfilling its responsibilities to safeguard faith
from misinterpretation and error. Systematics
professors need to pay attention to all that is go-
ing on in the Church by reading, digesting, or-
ganizing, and filtering the best theological think-
ing for seminarians. It’s a difficult but rewarding
task to help future priests develop a faith and an

intellectual life to support it.

V. Teaching Systematic Theology and the Eccle-

sial Magisterium

Systematic theologians, along with other fac-
ulty in a Catholic seminary, teach in obedience to
and communion with the ecclesial magisterium.

Since the 19" century and because of theological
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controversies, systematics has periodically come
under ecclesiastical scrutiny. A modern trove of
papal teachings about questionable theological
theories originated with the Syllabus of Errors
(1864), the papal condemnations of Modernism
in Lamentabili and Pascendi (1907), and later the
theological concerns in the encyclical of Pope
Pius XII Humani Generis (1950). Prominent the-
ologians were disciplined by the Church for their
writings which simply did not appear to conform
to the teachings then of the Roman School.

With theological questions about infallibility
and dissent after Vatican II, the magisterium
stepped in again. The Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith in response published its Dec-
laration Mysterium Ecclesiae about infallibility in
1973. An enormous amount of magisterial teach-
ing in various forms (apostolic constitutions, ap-
ostolic letters, encyclical letters, and apostolic ex-
hortations, not to mention papal speeches) have
come from the second longest papacy in Church
history — Pope John Paul II (1978-2005). Cardi-
nal Joseph Ratzinger led the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith throughout that pontificate.
In that capacity, he published in 1990 the Instruc-
tion on the Ecclesial Vocation of a Theologian
(Donum Veritatis). While acknowledging the le-
gitimate role of theological exploration, it clearly
distinguished the vocation of the Catholic theo-

logian from that of a secular intellectual. The

18 Francis A. Sullivan, Creative Fidelity: Weighing and
Interpreting Documents of the Magisterium (New York:
Paulist Press, 1996). See also, Richard R. Gaillardetz, By
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ecclesial magisterium is authoritative in matters
of faith and morals.

The basis for a magisterium in the Gospel is
not for theological policing, but for ecclesial
communion in professing one faith. Because of
theology’s recent past, seminarians may only see
magisterial authority as investigative and disci-
plinary. They may hear of theologians who resent
or fear Rome’s interference in their scholarship.
In reaction, they may parrot magisterial teach-
ings as if the last word has been written. A hand-
ful of them may consider theology itself danger-
ous, even pointless — except for ultra-orthodox
names. The faculty needs to enlighten seminari-
ans about the best theology concerning the mag-
isterium, its purposes, its authority, its modes of
teaching, and the response of assent to it expected
by the faithful.’® The writings of Francis A. Sulli-
van especially go into great analytical detail about
magisterium to clarify misunderstandings about
what level of weight attaches to specific magiste-
rial teaching about faith. The more popular work
of Avery Dulles also offers seminarians a bal-
anced view of the nature and the exercise of mag-
isterium.

The library staff rely on faculty recommenda-
tions about important acquisitions in systematics
to keep the theological collection up to date. In
an ecumenical age, seminarians need to know
what major thinkers in the Anglican, Lutheran,

Methodist, and Calvinist traditions have written

What Authority? A Primer on Scripture, the Magisterium,
and the Sense of the Faithful (Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
2003).



on topics where their contributions have had an
important theological impact in Catholicism.

Systematic theology in the post-conciliar pe-
riod has experienced a renewal of energy globally
from biblical, philosophical, and cultural studies.
Some innovative and some risky speculative con-
structions have come out of it. This led the eccle-
sial magisterium to carefully examine certain the-
ological publications to determine their con-
formity with traditional teaching on dogmatic or
moral matters central to the faith. Systematics
needs to educate seminarians well about the the-
ological justification for and the ministry of the
ecclesial magisterium. The local Bishop and the
Roman Curia in service to the Holy Father per-
form that ministry.

Pope Francis in the recent Apostolic Consti-
tution, Preach the Gospel (Praedicate Evange-
lium) reformed the Roman Curia. The Curia in-
cludes the Secretariat of State, 16 different Dicas-
teries, and other Institutions. The Dicasteries
(formerly identified as Congregations) which are
most immediately concerned with matters affect-
ing systematics are : the Dicastery for Evangeliza-
tion, the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith
(within which are the Pontifical Biblical Com-
mission and the International Theological Com-
mission and the Pontifical Commission for the
Protection of Minors), the Dicastery for Divine
Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments, the
Dicastery for the Clergy (which has responsibili-

ties for seminaries), the Dicastery for the Laity,

1 See, The Apostolic Constitution “Preach the Gospel”
Predicate Evangelium, with an Appraisal of Francis’
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Family and Life, the Dicastery for Promoting
Christian Unity, the Dicastery for Interreligious
Dialogue, and the Dicastery for Culture and Ed-
ucation.” These offices must read up on and keep
informed about an enormous volume of infor-
mation and developments in their respective ar-
eas. They provide a great service to the pope in
tulfilling the Petrine office. Teachers should keep
seminarians abreast of important publications of
these Dicasteries.

The International Theological Commission
alone has published thirty documents since Vat-

ican II on a host of questions ranging from theo-

logical plural- :
osiedl P | «gystematics makes

contributions to
priestly intellectual
formation which no
other discipline in
the seminary claims
to make.”

ism, the inter-
pretation  of
dogmas, and
the  current
state of theol-

ogy, its princi-

ples, and crite-
ria. “Theology Today: Perspectives, Principles
and Criteria” ITC (2012) would be a good assign-
ment for seminarians in a systematics class. Pro-
fessors can and will certainly favor the ap-
proaches taken by reputable Catholic theologians
to the courses they are teaching. It is not good,
however, to ignore respectable schools of con-
temporary Catholic theology on that account.
Seeing where theologians agree and disagree is
educational. Most seminarians are not reading

widely in the field of systematics on their own.

Reform of the Roman Curia by Massimo Faggioli (Col-
legeville: Liturgical Press, 2022).
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They are reliant on what their professors con-
sider important and trustworthy in theological
literatures. The crucial decision about which au-
thors and textbooks to use depends on the judg-
ment of the professor and the academic abilities
of the seminarians. I will address that issue below.

Let me again reiterate the importance of the
Pontifical Biblical Commission text, The Inter-
pretation of the Bible in the Church. It not only
addresses the application of diverse exegetical
methods to Sacred Scripture but comments as
well on philosophical hermeneutics. That philo-
sophical discipline is well suited to a faith ex-
pressed in writings supported by written com-
mentary and interpretation. Hermeneutics is the
philosophy behind text-interpretation. It points
towards an implied ontology by way of language,
symbol, and analogy. This PBC document goes
out of its way to mention the hermeneutical ap-
proaches of two twentieth century non-Catholic
philosophers - Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul
Ricoeur. Their hermeneutic theories belong in
the syllabi of systematics courses. Interpreting,
understanding, and appropriating the meaning
and truth of Sacred Scripture in a Catholic sense
not only involves what a text once meant, even to
the scribe who wrote it, but also what it has meant
in the Church’s later received Tradition which in
turn needs to be weighed against the current ex-

planation of its biblical context and meaning.

20 See Paul Ricoeur, Figuring The Sacred: Religion, Nar-
rative, and Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1995). The book has translations of twenty-one essays by
Ricoeur on faith which clarify his overall hermeneutical
orientation. For an example of a biblical exegete and a
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Important scriptural texts inaugurate unforeseen
trajectories of theological relevance. Ricoeur has
indicated how his philosophical hermeneutics re-
lates to biblical, metaphysical, and theological
thinking.

In 1999, the Pontifical Council for Culture
(now the Dicastery for Culture and Education)
published Toward a Pastoral Approach to Cul-
ture. That text addresses the cultural situations
which call for a New Evangelization. Systematic
courses need to specify for seminarians in syllabi
what the pastoral outcomes are for studying spe-
cific doctrines. If a pastor does not know how to
read the signs of the times in his own ambient
culture, he cannot address them intelligently in
preaching and teaching.

The recent magisterial circumstance in the
Church of two successive popes having been be-
fore their election respected intellectuals and the-
ologians is worth noting here. It was inevitable
that each would put the stamp of his own theo-
logical emphases in what he wrote. To complicate
matters more, many in the Church in the pre-
conciliar, conciliar, and post-conciliar period
have compared, contrasted, and even set in op-
position different popes. A regrettable polemical
nuance now attaches to the papal magisterium it-
self. Systematics professors need to inform semi-
narians how this happened and why it is uncath-

olic.

philosopher of hermeneutic theory collaborating on the in-
terpretation of the same Old Testament texts, see André
LaCocque and Paul Ricoeur, Thinking Biblically: Exegetical
and Hermeneutical Studies (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1998)



Systematics makes contributions to priestly
intellectual formation which no other discipline
in the seminary claims to make. The dogmatic
unity of faith is its concern. Explaining how that
occurs through the prism of various theological
disciplines and methods is a challenging busi-
ness. Only by reading well-argued theological lit-
erature will a seminarian come to understand the
discipline at its best. It is not possible to teach sys-
tematics, as I have already said, without seminar-
ians reading passages from St. Augustine, St.

Thomas Aquinas, Karl Rahner, Joseph Ratzinger,

; Hans Urs von
“Many questions

in Church life af-
fecting faith and
morals
depend on the
interpretation of
revelation in the
light of supporting
background theo-
ries in philosophy
and the concept of
natural law.”

Balthasar, Avery
Dulles, and Da-
vid Tracy.

The bishops
and  seminary
faculties  after
Vatican II real-
ized that a new
approach to sys-
tematics was re-

quired to help

seminarians un-

derstand the history of doctrines and the ra-
tionale for the development of doctrine at Vati-
can Council II. Seminarians needed to know the

scholarly progress that had taken place in bibli-

21 See Joseph Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vati-
can II (New York: Paulist Press, 1966).

> Avery Dulles, “Faith and Revelation” in Systematic
Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives, Vol. I, 79-108; For
a philosopher writing from a French Protestant perspec-
tive, see Paul Ricoeur, “Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea
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cal, historical, philosophical, and theological
studies since the 19" century.

Only in that way could they appreciate one
dogmatic fact with an implied synthetic question.
The fact is that the Catholic Church addressed
and approved dogmatic definitions on the same
subject of divine revelation at two different ecu-
menical councils held less than a century apart.
The question is why? Why did Dei Filius at Vati-
can Council I (1870) propose what it did on di-
vine revelation in the form of a propositional un-
derstanding of the divine self-communication
and why did Dei Verbum at Vatican Council II
(1965) propose an historical, literary, and per-
sonalist view of revelation without denying truth
in a partial propositional account? The dogmatic
propositional view was true, but in the light of
further philosophical and theological develop-
ment radically inadequate. The differences be-
tween two dogmatic statements on something as
central to the faith as divine revelation demands
explanation in the systematics curriculum.”
Many questions in Church life affecting faith and
morals depend on the interpretation of revela-
tion in the light of supporting background theo-
ries in philosophy and the concept of natural

law.??

of Revelation,” in Harvard Theological Review 70: 1-2,
April 1977, 1-37. This is at once a critique of the total au-
tonomy of human reason and the contamination of the
idea of revelation and faith by excess stress on magisterial
authority.
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VI. Teaching Systematics Today: The Best Re-

sources®

Systematic theology is an umbrella term cov-
ering all the courses in the seminary which treat
defined dogmas of the Catholic Church. For each
of them, Catholic theologians have published ex-
cellent individual monographs and scholarly ar-
ticles. The professor teaching that dogma needs
to know the best literature on it for teaching sem-
inarians. No monograph or textbook can cover
everything, so I recommend here resources to
supplement other materials. Having visited the
offices of enough priest alumni of the seminary
to get an idea of what they have for reference, I
would go so far as to suggest professors require
seminarians to purchase some of these encyclo-
pedic resources. The following titles, briefly an-
notated, will serve as a basic library in systematics
during seminary studies and later in priesthood.

Dictionary of Fundamental Theology, edited
by Rene Latourelle and Rino Fisichella, English
language edition edited and introduced by Rene
Latourelle (Crossroad Publishing Company,
1995, 1222 pp). This is an extraordinary one-

> Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic Perspectives,
Vol. I and Vol. II (Fortress Press, Second Edition, 2011.
James C. Livingston, Francis Schiissler Fiorenza with Sarah
Coakley and James H. Evans, Jr. Modern Christian Thought
Volume II (Second Edition) Prentiss-Hall, 2000). See
Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 11 by Francis Schiissler Fiorenza sum-
marizing major Roman Catholic theologians since Vatican
II. Volume I is The Enlightenment and the Nineteenth Cen-
tury. John W. O’Malley, Trent: What Happened at the
Council, Harvard University Press, 2013. John W. O’Mal-
ley, What Happened at Vatican II (Harvard University
Press, 2008). Norman P. Tanner, S.J., (Editor) Decrees of
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volume resource for all Catholic theology, not
simply fundamental theology as its title suggests.
The table of contents is exhaustive. Despite its ex-
pense, this is an essential resource.

Handbook of Catholic Theology, edited by
Wolfgang Beinert and Francis Schiissler Fiorenza
(Crossroad Publishing Company, 1995, 783pp).
There is a wealth of biblical, historical, and theo-
logical information packed into the brief articles
of this Handbook. The “List of Tables” and charts
in it allow a student to absorb essential material
in compact form. It covers in a schematic way the
history of theology and theological systems in the
Church.

The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian
Church, edited by F. L. Cross and E. A Living-
stone, 3". edition (Oxford University Press, 1997,
1786 pp). ODCC is the most comprehensive one-
volume ecumenical resource about historical
Christianity. With that, the seminarian or future
priest can check facts about every aspect of Chris-
tian history, including the biographies of saints,
to make preaching on the feast days of theologi-
cally important saints historically illuminating

and spiritually inspiring.

the Ecumenical Councils, Volume Two (Sheed & Ward and
Georgetown University Press, 1990). Catechism of the
Catholic Church, (Interdicasterial Commission for the Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church, 1994). Avery Dulles, S.J.,
The Craft of Theology: From Symbol to System, (New York:
Crossroad Publishing Company, 1992). This has twelve es-
says by Dulles ranging over a postcritical theology, meth-
ods and models, Scripture, Tradition, and philosophy.
Compendium on the New Evangelization: Texts of the Pon-
tifical and Conciliar Magisterium 1939-2012 (Washington,
D.C: USCCB, 2015).



Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic Per-
spectives (2™ edition, edited by Francis Schiissler
Fiorenza and John P. Galvin, Fortress Press,
2011, 661pp). Unlike the resources just named,
this is in fact a textbook. The opening chapter
“Systematic Theology: Task and Methods” pro-
vides the simplest, clearest, and most balanced
treatment of classical and contemporary Catholic
theology I know. Schiissler Fiorenza displays an
expert grasp of all the major theological systems
and methods, their strengths, and their limita-
tions. The theologies of St. Augustine and St.
Thomas Aquinas are set off against Neo-scholas-
tic and Manualist Theology.

In Schiissler Fiorenza’s survey, contemporary
systematics may be reduced to five typical forms
which can be combined: (1) the transcendental
form focusing on the subjectivity of the believer,
(2) the hermeneutical form emphasizing the in-
terpretation of written texts and symbols, (3) the
analytical form using theological models and
methods, (4) the correlational form investigating
the interface between the languages of faith and
culture, and (5) the liberationist form concen-
trating on the relation of the Gospel to social and
political freedom. Seventeen chapters follow this
synthetic introductory chapter on every major
Catholic doctrine from Revelation and Magiste-
rium to God and Trinity to Church and Sacra-

ments (including Priesthood) to Grace,

2% Vatican Council II: The Basic Sixteen Documents
(New York: Costello Publishing Company, 2007). See also,
Commentary on the Documents ofVatican II, Vol. 1-5, Her-
bert Vorgrimler, General editor (New York: Herder and
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Mariology, and Eschatology each written by a
competent Catholic theologian.

James C. Livingston, Francis Schiissler Fio-
renza with Sarah Coakley and James H. Evans, Jr.
Modern Christian Thought Volume II (Second
Edition) Prentiss-Hall, 2000). Chapters 7, 8, 9
and 11 are short summaries of the thought of ma-
jor Roman Catholic theologians who have domi-
nated the discipline since Vatican II. Volume I is
The Enlightenment and the Nineteenth Century.
Schiissler Fiorenza writes lucidly about every fig-
ure and theological movement.

Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Vol. I and
II, edited by Norman P. Tanner, S.]. (Original
texts established by G. Alberigo, J.A, Dossetti, P.-
P. Joannou, C. Leonardi, and P. Prodi, in consul-
tation with H. Jedin (Sheed &Ward and
Georgetown University Press, 1990). This gives
the original conciliar text in Greek or Latin on
one page with the English translation on the fac-
ing page. One can also simply require The Docu-
ments of the Second Vatican Council.**

The Catechism of the Catholic Church. Pope
John Paul IT undertook the project of a new Cat-
echism to bring order and catechetical clarity to
the presentation of Catholic magisterial teaching.
There are 2865 paragraphs of teachings in the
Catechism. The authority of each item is not the
same. The encyclical letters of John Paul II which

are especially important for systematics are Fides

Herder, 1966). Also, John W. O’Malley, What Happened at
Vatican II, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008).
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et Ratio, Redemptor Hominis, Evangelium Vitae,
and Veritatis Splendor.

The Compendium on the New Evangelization:
Texts of the Pontifical and Conciliar Magisterium
1939-2012 (Wash-

“Systematic
theology, in the | ngton D-.C.: United
striking States Conference of

Catholic
2015, 1126 pp.) This

comprehensive doc-

expression of Bishops,

Heinrich Ott, is
‘the conscience
of preaching
and preaching

ument was com-

posed under the aus-

is the pices of the Pontifi-
conscience of cal Council for the
theology.’” Promotion of the

New Evangelization
and its president, Archbishop Rino Fisichella.
The excerpted texts and the Index make it easy to

use and reference.

VII. General Remarks: Outcomes from the Study
of Systematics

The new Program of Priestly Formation is in-
tent on personal integration and a synthetic ap-
preciation of faith. Synthesis is an ambitious
word. It might be achievable if 3" and 4™ year

seminarians and deacons could preach well on

> See, Heinrich Ott, Theology and Preaching, (Phila-
delphia: The Westminster Press, 1961). The book’s subtitle
is “A programme of work in dogmatics arranged with ref-
erence to Questions 1-11 in the Heidelberg Catechism.”
Heinrich Ott was Professor of Dogmatics at the University
of Basel where he succeeded Karl Barth. He was also an ex-
pert on the thought of Martin Heidegger. Regarding
preaching and dogmatics, Ott writes (p. 13-14): “Rightly
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doctrines and biblical texts with dogmatic impli-
cations. Seminaries should rebuild their homilet-
ics programs towards that goal. Sacramental-li-
turgical studies in systematics enjoy an obvious
priority in the training of priests. Because the Eu-
charist is an act of ritual recitation, only the hom-
ily can tell a congregation how much or how little
the celebrant knows and understands of what he
is reciting. The sermon-genre vanished with Vat-
ican II. Systematics then lost the sole rhetorical
platform it had for oral competence and perfor-
mance. Seminarians can learn how to preach
doctrinal homilies persuasively in a series on the
Creed and the Catechism.

Systematic theology, in the striking expres-
sion of Heinrich Ott, is “the conscience of
preaching and preaching is the conscience of the-
ology.” Systematics guides preaching with an im-
plied theological ontology in biblical passages.
Doctrines are conceptual guardrails. They shape
and constrain homiletic imagination.” Before
the ecclesial magisterium itself needs to step in,
systematics must clean out the Augean Stables of

a pastor’s teaching ministry for him.

understood, hermeneutics and ontology are bound up with
each other in the closest possible way. Hermeneutically we
inquire into the specific modus loquendi, the mode of
speaking (and therewith into the ‘whence’ of the individual
Biblical testimonies); ontologically we inquire into the spe-
cific modus essendi, the mode of being, the reality to which
they testify.”



Six Considerations in Teaching System-
atic Theology in Seminaries Today

1. Remediation and Its Implications

The 6™ edition of the Program of Priestly For-
mation calls for seminaries to build a new pro-
paedeutic year into theological programs, to add
another year for a priestly sense of missionary
discipleship, to top it all off with a year of synthe-
sis. To compensate for the human, spiritual, and
academic inadequacies in applicants, seminaries
are now intentionally remedial institutions. Phil-
osophical studies in seminaries have always be-
haved like a stepsister, not a handmaiden, much
less a goad to theological questioning. Will semi-

naries get more serious about philosophy or not?

2. Human Character Formation

Moral character is essential in priests, as if we
needed any more proof of that. The cardinal vir-
tues, as Joseph Pieper once explained, are radi-
cally necessary in public life. The public persona
of a priest badly formed in these virtues will in-
cline individuals to greed, others to unchastity,
still others to a lofty clericalism. Intellectual char-
acter requires humility. However small the ambo,
a priest addressing his flock from it resembles a
public intellectual. Realizing how much the intel-
lectual credibility of the faith rests on what is said
by priests at Mass, teaching systematic theology
should never lose sight of that.

Teaching Systematic Theology in a Catholic Seminary

3. Theology and the Spiritual Life

There is no opposition between prayer and
study. They are mutually enriching. The Holy
Spirit is not barred from the library! A systemat-
ics attuned to scripture, liturgy, and hermeneu-
tics will bear spiritual fruit for seminarians if we
show them how. Large conceptual paradigms in
systematics no doubt look uninspiring. But well-
ordered religious arguments have a special
beauty. Theology as faith in search of understand-
ing is also theology as hope in search of reasons
(Hebrews 3: 15) and love in search of evidence (1
Corinthians 13 and Matt 25). The cardinal vir-
tues of prudence, patience, fortitude, and humil-
ity, in a testy polemical environment, provide a
priest with a public moral equilibrium. St. Au-
gustine wrote his largest work on the Psalms.
Seminarians recite them daily but do priests ever
preach on them? Do they read poetry at all for
spiritual nourishment? The psalm genres of
praise, thanksgiving, petition, contrition, and la-
ment demand a systematics equal to them in con-
ceptual depth. Is it possible any more to argue
with God as Job did?

4. Theology and an Intellectual Life

A Catholic priest is ordained to celebrate the
sacraments and to preach. What and how he
preaches gives those listening a sense of his inner
intellectual life. What is a priest reading? Whom

can he quote in support of his arguments to make
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them more persuasive? Laity have a right to

priests who know what they are talking about.

a. Competency regarding theological know-
ledge should be evaluated in written and
oral examinations where issues of accu-
racy in word choice and clarity of expres-
sion are paramount. Writing well is an in-
strument for thinking well.

b. Pastoral performance in systematics can
be assessed by spontaneous “Q and A”
role-playing exercises where seminarians
quiz their peers on the spot as a parish-
ioner might after Sunday Mass. Let par-
ishes submit the questions to reflect what
is on the minds of parishioners.

c. The teaching authority in the Church is a
living magisterium. The fixed writing of a
Sacred Scripture, of Tradition in the con-
ciliar and papal definitions, of theologies
written and inscribed in the witness of the
saints call for authoritative interpreta-
tion. There is no appeal of a dead pope
against a living pope, of an earlier council
against a later one. The moving spirit of
Tradition in the Holy Spirit forbids it.
The living teaching office serves priests as
a dependable referee in doctrinal and ec-

clesial life.
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5. Systematics in Search of a Pastoral Her-

meneutic

Defining the pastoral outcomes from system-
atics is an urgent one for seminary faculties to
spell out. Pastoral cannot mean dumbing down
any theological discipline. Systematics needs a
pastoral hermeneutic for faith and culture. The
Dicastery for Culture and Education studies the
whole field of human culture as it affects faith.
Professors of systematics need to keep one eye
trained on the work of this Dicastery and another
eye on the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith.
Contextual exegesis and liberation theologies
have important roles to play in a responsible pas-
toral hermeneutic of faith. The work of Johann
Baptist Metz in Faith in History and Society: To-
ward a Practical Fundamental Theology comple-

ments the correlation systematics of David Tracy.

6. Forming a Priest for the New Evangeliza-

tion

Pope Paul VI summoned the Church to focus
on evangelization in 1974. Doctrinal and moral
controversies called for better catechetics. Pope
John Paul II called for a new evangelization
marked theologically by orthodox teaching in an
ecclesial spirit. Pope Benedict XVI established
the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the
New Evangelization in 2010. Pope Francis wrote
the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the
new evangelization, “The Joy of the Gospel”

(Evangelii Gaudium) in 2013. Teaching systema-



tics to form priests into missionary disciples

means equipping them intellectually and rhetor-

“[A] seminary
must not
shortchange a
seminarian of a
demanding
theological
education. That
would cheat him

ically for a preach-
ing ministry.

In the recent re-
form of the Roman
Curia, the Dicastery
for Evangelization is
the first dicastery
mentioned followed

by the Dicastery for

and the lay
faithful he will the Doctrine of the
serve.” Faith. It is a sign of

the priority that the
preaching of the Gospel has over the necessary
magisterial responsibility of evaluating theologi-

cal argumentation.

CONCLUSION

Teaching systematics in the seminary has
changed radically over the years. Dogmatic man-
uals served their purposes once but had to yield
to new developments in scripture and patristics.
Scripture scholarship has profoundly impacted
Fundamental theology about revelation. It has
changed Christological reflection. No doctrinal
area has been left untouched. A systematics pro-
fessor today faces an abundance of riches in the
library. The irony is that too many applicants
come to seminary without the background to ap-
preciate the best of it. Nevertheless, a seminary
must not shortchange a seminarian of a demand-
ing theological education. That would cheat him

and the lay faithful he will serve. Piety alone is no
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substitute for critical systematic theological re-
flection.

The metaphysical tradition in Catholic theol-
ogy will be enriched by exegetical studies and a
hermeneutic philosophy suited to it. We need to
teach the discipline so seminarians can make use
of it. Vatican Council II emerged from recent
scriptural scholarship and new philosophical
outlooks congenial faith experience and religious
language. These theological innovations have put
new tools in the pastor’s toolbox. Those teaching
systematics need to sharpen the tools for those
who will preach the gospel.

The ecclesial magisterium has exercised its
proper role in defining the vocation of a theolo-
gian as scientific and ecclesial at one and the same
time. The Program of Priestly Formation has
spelled out the benchmarks and goals in the in-
tellectual formation of future priests. Based on
my long experience, I would be happy if, after
four years studying systematics, a seminarian had

these 7 values and habits ingrained in him.

e A taste for philosophical reflection about
the mystery of human existence in the
world and its relation to God and the In-
carnation of God’s Son.

e An appreciation of how systematic theo-
logical thinking happens, what methods
it employs, and how personal and eccle-
sial faith are enriched by them.

o The ability to explain in their own words

the true meaning of the fundamental
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articles of Catholic faith and why they
matter.

The ability to recite with deep theological
understanding the Liturgical Prayers with
a personal-spiritual sense of the sacred
mysteries.

The habit of researching, preparing, and
preaching their own (not plagiarized)
homilies using systematic resources as
well as biblical commentaries.

The habit of reading thoughtful theologi-
cal literature to enlarge the horizon of
their faith and to deepen their prayer life
and preaching.

The habit of practicing priestly ministry,
as a gift of Christ and the Holy Spirit, in

the Church to enable Catholics to believe
as adult, thoughtful, and committed dis-

ciples.

The next generation of Catholic men and
women deserve to have their priests competently
formed in systematic theology. Recognizable as
such or not, it is
the discipline
fastening  to-
gether the doc-
trinal texts of
faith with the
pastoral fabric
of priestly min-

istry.

Robert F. Leavitt, P.S.S., S. T.D. (rleavitt@stmarys.edu) Fa-

ther Leavitt is former President Rector of St. Mary’s Semi-
nary & University and completed twenty-seven years of
service in that position in 2007. He presently serves as the

France-Merrick University Professor of Systematic Theol-

ogy.
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in a Catholic Seminary

Dennis J. Billy, C.Ss.R., D.Min., Th.D., S.T.D.

What role does teaching moral theology play in
Catholic seminary formation? What is its func-
tion? What is its intended purpose? What does it
wish to communicate? How does it do so? And to
what end? At first glance, such questions may
seem easy (even obvious) to answer. Courses in
moral theology in Catholic seminaries seek to
immerse students in the moral tradition of the
Church. Their purpose is to give seminarians a
solid grounding in the fundamental principles of
Catholic moral life and help them to apply them
to concrete situations facing them and the people
they are called to serve. Their goal is to educate
future pastors and Church ministers in the intri-
cate warp and woof of Catholic moral life, with
all the challenges that living in a postmodern
(even post-Christian) world presents.

Answers such as these are fine as far as they
go. I wonder, however, if they go far enough.
They seem to be missing something obvious: the
quest for goodness and holiness. As it says in the
Gospel of John: “This is my commandment: love
one another as I love you. No one has greater love
than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.
You are my friends if you do what I command”

(Jn 15:12-14)." The primary purpose of Catholic

! All Scripture quotations come from The Catholic
Study Bible: New American Bible Revised Edition, 2d ed.
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

moral theology, to my mind, should be to shape
the hearts and minds of seminarians in such a
way that they are conformed in friendship to the
heart and mind of Christ and his Church.
Courses in moral theology should do more than
merely impart information and train students in
becoming adept at solving concrete moral dilem-
mas. They should be more than courses in moral
problem-solving. Doing so is most definitely a
part of their purpose, a very important part.
However, they should try to do much more. They
should try to impart a way of thinking with the
mind of the Church and acting accordingly. For
this to happen, they should be designed in such a
way that challenges students to reflect upon the
wide range of the Church’s moral teachings, pon-
der them, and ultimately embrace them as their
own. For this to happen, students need to be en-
couraged to discuss openly the kind of persons
they wish to become. Moral action flows from a
person’s character which, in turn, is further
shaped by such action. This reciprocity calls for a
deeper reflection on the relationship between
moral theology and spirituality, between quan-

dary ethics and virtue ethics, between casuistry
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and the place of the gifts and fruits of the Spirit in

the moral life.

In Search of Renewal

It bears noting that moral theology as a sepa-
rate theological discipline is a relatively recent
development in the history of the Church. It
arose during the reforms of the Council of Trent
and the creation of the seminary system that
sought to ensure priests were trained in the vari-

ous aspects of the faith. To do this, courses in

“For all the good the dogma,
seminary system moral,‘ as-
produced in raising the cetical,
level of education énd mys-
given to the local tical theol-
clergy, an unwanted ogy were
side effect was the created to
gradual separation of cover Fhe
the theological wide
disciplines from one range of
another.” topics that

no Single

professor could ever hope to master, let alone
convey to his students in competent and orderly
fashion. For all the good the seminary system
produced in raising the level of education given
to the local clergy, an unwanted side effect was
the gradual separation of the theological disci-

plines from one another. Over time, they lost

2 See Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics,
trans. Mary Thomas Noble (Washington, D.C.: The Cath-
olic University of America Press, 1995), 259-66.

91

touch with each other and went their own way.
This was especially true of moral theology, which
lost touch with the dogmatic roots of the
Church’s moral teaching, as well as its ascetical
and spiritual ramifications.?

This problem, moreover, was compounded
by the nominalism of William of Ockham, whose
principle of parsimony (“Ockham’s razor,” as it
has come to be called) denied the existence of
universals, affirmed the existence of particulars
alone, and in one fell swoop deconstructed the
Christian Neoplatonic and Aristotelean synthe-
ses created respectively by Augustine and Aqui-
nas. What resulted in succeeding centuries in
Catholic moral thought was an exaggerated em-
phasis on law, obligation, and authority that pro-
vided the interpretive lens through which moral
action was viewed and analyzed. The rise of
moral casuistry in Catholic moral theology arose,
to a large extent, from the stranglehold that Ock-
ham’s nominalist thought had over mindset of
the late medieval and early modern Western
world. The writings of Aquinas became trun-
cated when read through this nominalist lens,
and his emphasis on the virtues and the gifts of
the Spirit receded to the background as questions
of one’s obligation under the law and how to deal
with one’s doubt before the law became a pri-
mary concern. The moral systems of probabil-
ism, equiprobabilism, and probabiliorism also

developed due to this exaggerated concern over



one’s obligations before the law. These ap-
proaches to the moral life grew up alongside the
development and early evolution of the seminary
system, were handed down through moral man-
uals, and were the mainstay of Catholic moral
theology curricula up until the decades immedi-
ately preceding the Second Vatican Council.’

It was only after the end of the Second World
War and the publication of works such as Ber-
nard Héring’s multivolume work, The Law of
Christ (1954),* which emphasized the role of con-
version Christian moral life, and Gérard Gil-
leman’s The Primacy of Charity in Moral Theol-
ogy (1959),° which looked to the centrality of love
in the same arena, that the Catholic moral theol-
ogy’s focus shifted from an emphasis on law and
obligation to a renewed focus on the role played
by the theological and cardinal virtues. G. E. M.
Anscombe’s works in analytical philosophy In-
tention (1957)° and “Modern Moral Philosophy”
(1959),” moreover, brought an interest in virtue
ethics to the fore of Catholic philosophical in-
quiry and would, in time greatly influence the
work of later Catholic moral theologians. Finally,

Vatican II’s “Decree on Priestly Training” (Opta-

* Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, 266-79.
See also Paulinus I. Odozor, Moral Theology in an Age of
Renewal: A Study of the Catholic Tradition since Vatican II
(Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 2003),
1-6.

*Bernard Haring, The Law of Christ, 3 vols. (Westmin-
ster, Md.: Newman Press, 1961-66).

> Gérard Gilleman, The Primacy of Charity in Moral
Theology, trans. William F. Ryan and André Vahon (West-
minster, Md.: Newman Press, 1959).

¢ G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention (Oxford: Basil Black-
well, 1957).
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tam Totius, 1965)% called for a renewal of moral
theology that would “draw more fully on the
teaching of holy Scripture” and “throw light
upon the exalted vocation of the faithful in Christ
and their obligation to bring forth fruit in charity
for the life of the world.”®

Not without Controversy

In the years following the close of the Coun-
cil, Catholic moral theology moved away from its
use of moral manuals with their focus on one’s
obligation under the law to an approach that
sought to be more firmly rooted in the Scriptures
and integrated with the other theological disci-
plines.

This shift in focus, however, did not come
without controversy. Paul VI's encyclical, Hu-
manae Vitae (1968),'° which upheld the Church’s
teaching against the use of artificial birth control
as an objective moral evil, was poorly received by
a large part of the Catholic moral theological
community and responded to with outright pub-

lic and open dissent. A reinterpretation of the

7 G. E. M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy” in
The Collected Philosophical Papers of G. E. M. Anscombe,
vol. 3 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 26-42.

8 Vatican Council II, Optatum Totius in Vatican Coun-
cil II: The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, gen. ed.
Austin Flannery (Collegeville, Ind.: The Liturgical Press,
1992), 707-24.

® Vatican Council II, Optatum Totius, no. 16.

Y Pope Paul VI, Humanae Vitae in Sexuality, Marriage
and Family: Readings in the Catholic Tradition, ed. Pauli-
nus I. Odozor (Notre Dame, Ind., 2001), 464-84.
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principle of double effect gave rise to the use of
proportionalism in dealing with one’s response
to premoral (or ontic) evil, thereby allowing for
the commission of intrinsically evil acts to
achieve a higher (and more proportional) end
and good. Theories such as the fundamental op-
tion raised questions about whether any single
action could by itself change a person’s underly-
ing choice for and orientation towards God, thus
calling into question the Church’s teaching on
mortal sin. In their search for renewal of Catholic
moral theologians began experimenting with
new ideas from the empirical and social sciences
that called into question some of the deepest con-
victions of the Catholic moral tradition. Some
even proposed the existence of a dual magiste-
rium, one that could speak on pastoral issues and
the other on issues more directly linked to schol-
arship in the academy.

Such ideas gave rise to a considerable amount
of confusion in among Catholics at large and
were particularly noticeable in theological facul-
ties of Catholic universities and, ultimately, in
several prominent Catholic seminaries. It was
not until John Paul II stepped in with his encyc-
licals Veritatis Splendor (1993)" and Evangelium
Vitae (1995)"* that the magisterium dealt head on
with the controversies and restored a reasonable
amount of order to Catholic moral theology. In
these documents, the pope pointed out the defi-

ciencies in proportionalism and the fundamental

" Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor (Vatican City
State: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1993).

12 Pope John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae (Vatican City
State: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995).
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relationship of the theologian to the magisterium
and their need to give obsequium animi religi-
osum (“religious submission of mind”) to non-
infallible (and therefore reformable) magisterial
teaching. What is more, he reaffirmed the exist-
ence of a single, divinely instituted magisterium
whose purpose was to teach all that God had re-
vealed through Scripture and Tradition that re-
lated to faith and morals."

Although John Paul II did not put an end to
the controversies that raged in Catholic moral
theology in the post-Vatican II era, he certainly
brought clarity to magisterial teaching and em-
phasized how, when questions (even doubts)
arose about specific issues, Catholic moral theo-
logians should conduct themselves by focusing
on arriving at a more profound understanding of

the Church teaching rather than trying to

13 See Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, nos. 37, 71-
75, 79-83.



undermine it through open dissent. They should,
in the words of Pope Benedict XVI approach
magisterial teaching with a “hermeneutics of
faith” rather than a “hermeneutics of suspi-

cion.”

Moral Theology in Today’s Catholic
Seminary

Given this brief overview of the status of
moral theology in Catholic seminary education
since its origins in the aftermath of the Council
of Trent, we are now able to look at its place in
today’s Catholic seminary. What follows are
some observations about its role in the current
program of priestly formation and the impact it
should have on the seminarians themselves and
the people they serve.

To begin with, to understand the role of moral
theology in the seminary classroom, it would be
important to have a sound understanding of just
what it is, a definition, if you will. There have been
many attempts at defining this theological disci-
pline, one of the best of which comes from Ser-
vais Pinckaers in The Sources of Christian Ethics
as: “...the branch of theology that studies human
acts so as to direct them to a loving vision of God
seen as our true, compete happiness and our final
end. This vision is attained by means of grace, the

virtues, and gifts, the light of revelation and

' Pope Benedict XVI, “Address to the Fourteenth
General Congregation of the Twelfth Ordinary General As-
sembly of the Synod of Bishops” (October 14, 2008),
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/speeches/2008/october/documents/hf ben-
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reason.”" This definition covers all the main fea-
tures of authentic Catholic moral discourse and
can be used as a solid point of departure for
teaching moral theology in the seminary class-
room. It also complements very well a simpler
definition which I would like to adapt from An-
selm of Canterbury’s description of theology as
fides quaerens intellectum (“faith seeking under-
standing”).'® Catholic moral theology, in my
opinion, is fides quaerens intellectum actione
(“faith seeking understanding with respect to ac-
tion”). It presupposes faith, involving a search for
truth that leads to an understanding of how I
should live my faith out in my daily existence.
To understand to role of moral theology in the
seminary classroom it would also be important to
have a clear idea of what a Catholic seminary is.
These two terms, “Catholic” and “seminary”
point the way. The word “seminary” comes from
the Latin seminarium or “seed plot.” The English

» «

words “seminal,” “semen” and “seed” are derived
from it. A seminary, in other words, is a kind of
greenhouse, a place with a controlled atmos-
phere, the purpose of which is to grow priestly
vocations. When seen in this light, a “Catholic”
seminary is a place where vocations are nurtured
and grown in the light of the official teachings of
the Catholic faith. Catholics believe that the
Christ’s Mystical Body is one, holy, catholic, and

apostolic, and subsists in the Catholic Church.

xvi_spe_20081014_sinodo.html (accessed February 16,
2023).

' Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, 8.

' Anselm of Canterbury, Proslogion, chap. 1.

94


https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2008/october/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20081014_sinodo.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2008/october/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20081014_sinodo.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2008/october/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20081014_sinodo.html

Seminary Journal

The role of the Catholic seminary is to help men
discern if they have a vocation to the priesthood.
Years of preparation are given to this discern-
ment under the care of formators, spiritual direc-
tors, and a dedicated residential faculty. During
this time, the growth of the seminarian is care-
tully monitored against the backdrop of the four
dimensions of priestly formation: the human,
spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral. Distinct yet
also related, these four dimensions coinhere and
cannot be considered in isolation from one an-
other. For this reason, moral theology, although
specifically aligned with the intellectual dimen-
sion of priestly formation, cannot ignore the
other three and needs to address them in some
way in the classroom experience.

Putting the two ideas of “moral theology” and
“Catholic seminary” together, it becomes clear
that teaching the former in the latter involves a
special kind of learning. It presupposes the theo-
logical virtue of faith and distinguishes itself from
a secular program of religious (or even Catholic)
studies, which seeks to examine the Catholic
moral discourse from the outside looking in ra-
ther than from the inside looking out. Although
related, teaching moral theology in the Catholic
seminary is also not the same as teaching it on a
theological faculty in a Catholic college or uni-
versity. While both presuppose faith their ap-
proaches to current concerns can be very differ-
ent. In Catholic colleges and universities, the ten-
dency is to start with the issues of contemporary
concern, analyze them often with tools from the

empirical and social sciences, with the hope of
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arriving at a theory or mode of action that adapts
Catholic teaching today’s concerns. They start
with the present and work their way backwards
towards the tradition and, at times, push the en-
velope in a way the crosses the boundaries of au-
thentic Catholic teaching. In the Catholic semi-
nary, by way of contrast, the moral theologian
seeks to immerse the seminarians in the tradition
of the Church with a special emphasis on magis-
terial teaching and the great theologians of the
Catholic tradition (e.g., Augustine, Aquinas, Al-
phonsus Liguori, John Henry Newman). After
doing so, they proceed to treat the moral con-
cerns of the day by approaching them with the
wisdom from the past. They start from the tradi-
tion and work their way to the present—not vice
versa. These different methodological ap-
proaches are equally valid and mutually benefi-
cial. They require mutual respect, dialogue, and
an awareness that a moral theologian’s concrete
classroom experience may shape his or her mode
of moral inquiry.

When teaching in the seminary classroom,
moral theologians should be conscious of the inter-
disciplinary nature of their courses, especially re-
garding Vatican II’s call to root the scientific
presentation of their discipline in Scripture. Doc-
uments such as the Pontifical Biblical Commis-

sion’s The Interpretation of the Bible in the



Church (1993)" and The Bible and Morality: Bib-
lical Roots of Christian Conduct ( 2008)'® can be a
great help in this regard, especially when it comes
to understanding the interpretive approaches to
Scripture and the various fundamental and spe-
cific criteria to be used when dealing with current
moral issues. Since moral theology employs rea-
son as well as revelation in its approach to the
moral life, it is also important for seminarians to
have a solid foundation in the principles of natu-
ral law. The International Theological Commis-
sion’s In Search of a Universal Ethic: A New Look
at the Natural Law (2009)* does a fine job in
showing how natural law can serve as a point of
departure for dialoguing with member of other
ethical, philosophical, and religious traditions.
Furthermore, the need to integrate moral theol-
ogy with systematics, while at the same time
maintaining its distinct identity, is yet another
challenge facing the discipline today. A similar
task involves reuniting moral theology with spir-
ituality and the gifts of the Spirit. Aquinas’
Summa theologiae offers an excellent way in
which the virtues necessary for the moral life find
their perfection in the gifts and fruits of the Holy
Spirit. If this integrated outlook was lost in later
centuries on account of moral theology’s obses-
sion with law and obligation, its renewed interest

in virtue ethics should lead it to a further interest

17 The Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Interpreta-
tion of the Bible in the Church (Vatican City State: Libreria
Editrice Vaticana, 1993.

8 The Pontitfical Biblical Commission, The Bible and
Morality: Biblical Rooots of Christian Conduct (Vatican
City State: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2008).
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in how, for a Christian, the virtuous life is per-
fected by grace and manifested in the gifts of the
Spirit and his manifold fruits.

Catholic moral theology in the seminary class-
room also needs to find a way of integrating its
dual concern for both virtue and quandary ethics.
Students should be taught not only the basic
principles that allow them to address the serious

moral problems the world is facing today, but

also the spe- “Since moral theology

employs reason as
well as revelation in
its approach to the
moral life, it is also
important for seminar-
ians to have a solid
foundation in the prin-
ciples of natural law.”

cific dispo-
sitions  of
mind and
heart that
will enable
them to
find their

way in a

world beset
by the forces of postmodernism, secularism, and
an exaggerated individualism. Such forces must
be offset by a concern for the theological (faith,
hope, love) and cardinal (prudence, justice, forti-
tude, temperance) virtues, as well as a willingness
to examine concrete cases that would reveal how
moral problem-solving can be enhanced by look-
ing at the proper dispositions of the soul that en-
lighten the mind, strengthen the will, and temper

the emotions in such a way that a just and

¥ The International Theological Commission, In
Search of a Universal Ethic: A New Look at Natural,
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congrega-
tions/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_
20090520_legge-naturale_en.html (accessed February 16,
2023).
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equitable manner. Casuistry, in other words,
needs virtue ethics—and vice versa. What is lack-
ing in one is offset by the other. Catholic moral
theology has reached a point where it can inte-
grate these two approaches to the moral life in
way that would make them two poles around
which the entire project of Catholic moral dis-
course revolves. In its concern for preparing men
with enlightened minds and strengthened heart
for pastoral ministry in the Church, the Catholic
seminary would be an ideal place where the con-
cern for fides quaerens intellectum actione (“faith
seeking understanding with respect to action”)
could take root and even flourish.

Another way of looking at the relationship be-

. tween virtue and
“Holiness and

quandary ethics is to

intellectual
look at the connec-
acumen ... be-
Iong together tion between charac-

and need to be | !¢ and moral ac-

fostered in an

integrated way

in the seminary
classroom.”

tion. Moral action
flows from charac-
ter: “A good tree

cannot bear bad

fruit, nor can a rot-
ten tree bear good fruit” (Mt 7:18). When seen in
this light, virtue ethics has a certain priority over
casuistry. As important as it is to know how to
apply the principles of Catholic moral theology
to the specific cases that arise in daily life, it is
much more important that the person applying
these principles do so with the dispositions of
goodness and holiness proper to a life of virtue.

That is not to say that the capacity to apply such
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principles does not have a reciprocal effect on a
person’s inner dispositions. Moral action flows
from a person’s character but also plays a role in
either deepening that person’s moral dispositions
or deforming them. This reciprocal relationship
between character and moral action needs to be
taught in the seminary classroom, especially
since the goal of seminary formation is not
merely to communicate a set list of principles but
also form good, holy priests with a focused will
and deep desire to serve. When this reciprocal re-
lationship is overlooked one of two outcomes of-
ten results. Seminarians are trained intellectually
but, lacking the virtuous dispositions of mind
and heart, end up living fragmented (and possi-
bly even double) lives. Or they lead good, holy
lives but, lacking the proper intellectual training
in the field of moral theology, are of little help
pastorally to those who come to them for help.
Holiness and intellectual acumen, in other
words, belong together and need to be fostered in
an integrated way in the seminary classroom.

An important corollary of the above insight is
that character and moral action are both individ-
ual, communal, and universal. This truth is
rooted in the doctrine of the Trinity (which af-
firms the existence of Three Persons and One
God), in the doctrine of the Church as the Mysti-
cal Body of Christ (which holds that there are
many members in one body), and in the doctrine
of Creation, (which affirms both the dignity of
the human person and its origins in one common
humanity). Although God is both one and many

(and therefore always acts as one), each of the



three great actions of love flowing from his Being
is normally attributed to the one Person in par-
ticular. Creation, to the Father; Redemption, to
the Son; and Sanctification, to the Holy Spirit.
Similarly, although the members of Christ’s
body, the Church, retain their individual identity
and perform their proper functions within the
body, they work together with Christ as their
head and the Holy Spirit as their guiding princi-
ple of life to perform one single missionary action
in the world. Human beings, moreover, act as in-
dividuals, groups, and out of their common hu-
manity. When seen in this light, moral theologi-
ans need to focus on individual moral actions of
individuals, those corporate structures and insti-
tutions in society that promote structures that
perpetuate social injustice, as well as fallen hu-
manity which is the root cause of these evils. Be-
cause sin is an analogous concept found on the
universal (original), societal (social), and individ-
ual (personal) levels, it is important for moral
theologians to help their students to identify the
various operative levels where action, flowing
from being, manifests itself in the world.

Moral theologians also need to adapt their
classroom pedagogy to the concerns of seminary
training. Given the coinherence of the four di-
mensions of priestly formation as outlined in the
Program for Priestly Formation (approved
2019)**—the human, spiritual, intellectual, and

pastoral—care must be taken to teach in a way

2 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Pro-
gram of Priestly Formation, 6" ed. (Washington, D.C.:
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2022).
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that will integrate these facets of seminary train-
ing in the course methodology. Each class should
begin with a moment of silence and a prayer that
seeks to engage the spiritual side of all present.
The professor, moreover, should recognize that
learning involves not only the mind but also the
heart, emotions, and even the body. The intellec-
tual, in other words, should not be divided from
the human and should also seek to make concrete
applications to the lives of the seminarians and to
the people they are destined to serve. Since priests
should be comfortable with speaking in public,
opportunities should be given seminarians to
make oral presentations about the Catholic
moral life that are practical in nature and geared
to a popular audience. Since they should also be
encouraged to be able to think on their feet, it
would be appropriate, at times, to give them oral
exams in addition to the usual written work re-
quited in a professional graduate school of this
kind. Most importantly, a dialogical teaching
method that incorporates discussion on the as-
signed readings should complement the lecture
material presented by the professor. The meth-
odology followed should be one that emphasizes
a common search for moral truth on the part of
all present rather than a one-way imparting of
knowledge from the professor to the students.
Professors need to recognize that they can learn
from their students and encourage them to join

him in a common search for truth in the light of
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their relationship with Christ and his body, the
Church.

When teaching moral theology in the semi-
nary, professors also need to remember that the
theological locus of the discipline has changed over
the years from a focus on training priest to be com-
petent confessors to a wide range of other purposes
and foci. The discipline has a home in the semi-
nary, but it also has an important place in Cath-
olic colleges and universities, as well as in hospi-
tals, Catholic think tanks, publishing houses, di-
ocesan advisory boards, and episcopal confer-
ences. What is more, in the post-Vatican II era,
the laity have increasingly numbered among
those educated in the discipline and, who as a re-
sult, have examined concerns that go far beyond
the clerical concerns of the pre-Vatican II era
when the moral manuals were the main instru-
ments of instruction and were primarily geared
to helping priest make sound decisions in the
confessional. It is not uncommon to find lay and
religious (both men and women) theologians on
the faculties of Catholic colleges, universities, and
even seminaries. Their presence there has con-
tributed greatly to a widening the makeup of the
faculties and have brought a welcome sense of di-
versity to the seminary culture. Such diversity
can either be a strength or a weakness. For it to
be a strength, it is essential that the faculty strive
to cultivate a real sense of being a community of
learning both among themselves and among

their students. Efforts should also be made to

21 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York:
Harper & Row, 1951).
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reach out to the moral theology departments of
other seminaries to build a sense of common pur-
pose and cooperation rather than a divisive, com-
petitive spirit that, if care is not taken, could eas-
ily develop.

When teaching moral theology in the Catholic
seminary, professors would also do well to well to
convey to their students the various ways in which
Christianity has envisioned itself as relating to the
world. H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture
(1951)* can be of great help in this regard. In this
book, the author identifies five ways in which
Christians over time have conceived of their re-
lationship to the world and the cultures it em-
bodies: (1) Christ against culture views the world
as evil and something to counteract and, if neces-
sary, even retreat from; (2) Christ of culture envi-
sions a Christian civilization which has imbued
the world with its values; (3) Christ above culture
understands Christianity to be something that is
not of this world and hence above it; (4) Christ
and culture in paradox sees a strained tension be-
tween the two, whereby Christianity is in the
world but not of it; and (5) Christ the transformer
of culture conceives Christianity as a leaven that
lifts the cultures of the world to a higher level and
ultimately transforms them.? At any given time
and depending on the culture (or cultures) in
which Christians find themselves, one or more of
these models may be in play. Professors of moral
theology should help their students to identify

which model (or models) they need to embrace

22 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 39-44.



as a way of promoting and preserving the Gospel
message in their moment in time. It is important
for them to understand the culture in which they
live. Only then will they be able to decide if they
should retreat from it, engage it, ignore it, live in
tension with it, or transform it. Their attitude to-
ward the culture in which they live will deter-
mine, at least in part, how they go about living
out their Christian calling.

There are other works that Catholic moral the-
ologians can use to help their students to under-
stand how Christianity relates to the world around
them. In Biomedicine & Beatitude: An Introduc-
tion to Catholic Bioethics (2021),?* Nicanor Pier
Giorgio Austriaco says today’s Western culture is
postmodern (in that it has lost its faith in reason),
secular (in that it has lost its sense of the sacred),
and liberal (in that it exalts individual autonomy
and lost its sense of the common good).** In The
Relevance of the Stars: Christ, Culture, Destiny
(2021),> moreover, Lorenzo Albacete warns
against reducing reason to the merely empirical
and the heart to mere feelings. Citing Hans Urs
von Balthasar, he speaks of the three polarities
that mark the drama of human existence:
spirit/body, male/female, and individual/com-
munity. He also points out that Christianity is
neither an ideology nor a rigid moral code, but an
encounter with a person, Jesus Christ, whom
Christians believe is the Word of God who

» Nicanor Pier Giorgio Austriaco, Biomedicine and
Beatitude: An Introduction to Catholic Bioethics, 2d ed.,
(Washington, D. C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 2021).

# Austriaco, Biomedicine and Beatitude, 5, 368-70.
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entered our world by means of a process of ke-
notic self-emptying to redeem it by means of a
process of humanity’s divinization or theosis.*®
“God,” to quote St. Athanasius of Alexandria,
“became human so that humanity might become
divine.”” When teaching moral theology to
Catholic seminarians, professors would do well
not only to identify these cultural traits and po-
larities of human existence to their students but
also convey to them in as convincing manner as

possible that the moral life is a response to an en-

t ith th iccinli
counter with the [, discipline of

Catholic moral
theology is both
an art and a sci-

ence. Thinking
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person of Jesus
Christ. Without
this encounter,
the Church’s
teachings  are
viewed in an en-
tirely  different
way.

Finally, when
teaching moral
theology, profes-
sors should try to
place their disci-
pline in the con-

text of the overall

goal of the Catholic seminary life: to form well-
rounded, holy priests who think with the mind of
the Church and can convey that thinking to others

» Lorenzo Albacete, The Relevance of the Stars: Christ,
Culture, Destiny, eds. Lisa Lickona and Gregory Wolfe (Eu-
gene, OR: Slant, 2021).

26 Albacete, The Relevance of the Stars, 13, 54,

?7 Athanasius of Alexandria, De incarnatione, 54.3.
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in a loving and pastoral manner. They should re-
member that their discipline, important as it is, is
but one of many in the seminary curriculum and
that it is important to place the discipline in rela-
tionship to Scripture, Tradition, and the inter-

pretative role held by the Magisterium. It is also

important for

“[M]oral theology
needs to be inte-
grated with the
other theological
disciplines, espe-
cially with what it
means to be rooted
in the friendship of
Christ and life in
the Spirit.”

them to place it
in the overall
context of Je-
sus’ call to fol-
low him, the
four  dimen-
sions of priestly
formation, and

the other theo-

logical  disci-

plines taught in the seminary (especially spiritu-
ality and systematics). For this to happen, profes-
sors need to be in communication with the other
faculty members in their department and in the
faculty as a whole. They should view their disci-
pline not as an isolated entity, but as a part of a
larger project, a greater whole. Most importantly,
they need to embody what they teach and do so
in such a way that the students see that teaching
moral theology in a Catholic seminary is not a
mere job, but a calling, a veritable vocation
within a vocation. In doing so, they will show that
their love of moral theology is rooted in their zeal
to follow Christ and the community of believers

that form his Mystical Body.
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Conclusion

Catholic moral theology is a most difficult
and challenging theological discipline. It focuses
not only on the application of abstract principles
to the concrete moral concerns of daily life, but
also on the interior dispositions of soul (virtues)
necessary for making such applications in truth-
ful and authentic Christian manner. If seminary
professors have in the past emphasized one of
these tendencies over the other (possibly even to
the exclusion of the other), the challenge for
them today is to maintain a delicate balance be-
tween the two. Doing so is a difficult yet essential
task for its health and well-being as a theological
discipline. Virtue ethics and quandary ethics, in
other words, need each other: one provides what
the other lacks—and vice versa. They should be
viewed as complementary approaches to the
moral life, not as opponents vying for domi-
nance.

The discipline of Catholic moral theology is
both an art and a science. Thinking with the
mind of the Church, seminary professors employ
faith and reason, revelation and natural law,
Scripture and tradition, to the pressing moral is-
sues of the day. They view the polarities of
spirit/body, male/female, and individual/com-
munity through the lens of an authentic Chris-
tian anthropology that recognizes humanity’s
creaturely and fallen status before God yet lives
in the hope of one day experiencing the fullness
of life because of the passion, death, and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ. They present their disci-

pline not as a rigid system of laws and obliga-



tions, but as a response to a personal encounter
with Jesus Christ. For this reason, moral theology
needs to be integrated with the other theological
disciplines, especially with what it means to be
rooted in the friendship of Christ and life in the
Spirit.

When all is said and done, Catholic seminary
professors of moral theology are responding to a
call within a call within a call. To be a Catholic
moral theologian is itself already a call within the
broader call of one’s Christian vocation. Semi-
nary professors of the discipline, whatever their
state in life (religious, lay, deacon, or priest), go
one step further. They have a special calling as
moral theologians to prepare men who will one
day serve as servant leaders for the people of God.
For this reason, they need to steep their students
in the tradition of the Church with a special em-
phasis on magisterial teaching and the great the-
ologians of the past. They also need to be able to

integrate spirituality and morality in a way that
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shows the intrinsic unity of the Church’s teach-
ing on faith and morals. Their focus should be on
helping their students to find practical ways of
communicating and living out the Church’s
moral teaching to the people they will one day be
called to serve. Teaching moral theology in a
Catholic seminary has a special focus that sets it
apart from teaching the discipline in a college or
university setting. May those who teach Catholic
seminarians such courses as fundamental moral,
the virtues (theological and cardinal), the
Church’s  social
doctrine, Catholic
sexual ethics, and
medical ethics, be
up to the task of
this special call-

ing.

Dennis J. Billy, C.Ss.R., D.Min., Th.D., S.T.D.
(dbilly@stmarys.edu) Father Billy holds The Robert F.
Leavitt Distinguished Service Chair in Theology and is Pro-

fessor of Moral Theology and Spirituality at St. Mary’s
Seminary & University.
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Teaching Canon Law in the Seminary

Phillip J. Brown, P.S.S., J.D., J.C.D.

A little Learning is a dangerous thing;

Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian Spring’

Introduction

Canon law courses are part of the core curricu-
lum of every seminary program. One of the
challenges in administering the curriculum is to
offer enough canon law to prepare seminarians

well for ordination and the pastoral responsibil-

) ities they will one
“The ultimate Y

objective is that
seminarians will
leave seminary
with an adequate
but not over-con-

day assume, but
not more than
they need or
would be able to
absorb at the

seminary stage of

fident grasp of , '
their formation.
the most
. As Alexander
important

Pope proclaims
aspects of canon pe P

law necessary
for carrying out
parochial minis-

in his Essay on
Criticism “A little
learning is a dan-

gerous  thing”.

try competently,

iti His observation is
sensitively, and

effectively.” perhaps nowhere

truer than with

respect seminary courses in canon law. Students
enter the seminary with various notions about
canon law that are quite inaccurate, if not
simply wrong, that they must be disabused of
before it will be possible to teach them the actual
principles and norms they will be responsible
for knowing as priests and one day as pastors.

Parish priests’ primary focus should be on
providing pastoral ministry, not enforcing
canon law. Seminary canon law courses are not
designed to make seminarians canonists, but to
develop in them appropriate pastoral sensitivity
and responsibility in resorting to the norms of
canon law in the course of their ministry; to
carry out the norms as required by the law, but
also to see them as useful guides in carrying out
pastoral ministry effectively and to forming the
people of God in their apprehension and prac-
tice of the Christian faith as members of the
Catholic Church.

There are two schools of thought among
canonists regarding the nature of canon law.
One considers canon law a species of legal sci-

ence, to be understood and applied as such; that

" Pope, Alexander (1963). Butt, John (ed.). The Poems of Alexander Pope (a one-volume edition of the Twickenham
text ed.), lines 215-216. Yale University Press. ISBN 0300003404. OCLC 855720858.
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canon law has nothing to do with theology, but
rather is simply a collection of legal norms put
in place for the sake of regulating the life of a
community while protecting the rights and en-
forcing the obligations of members of the com-
munity. The other point of view considers
canon law as an extension of the Church’s the-
ology, designed to integrate theological insights
regarding the nature of the Church as a commu-
nity comprised of the people of God constitut-
ing the Body of Christ. It sees the most im-
portant role of canon as a means of carrying out
in a sensitive and nuanced way the pastoral
ministry of the Church. The norms of the law,
according to this view, are not merely regulatory
norms but may also be instructive and exhorta-
tive, embodying the fundamental values of the
community and designed to shape its life ac-
cording to those values, not only through the
enforcement of behavioral norms, but also by
integrating those values into the life of the com-
munity; this view could be referred to as “the
law as teacher”, not merely as protector of rights
and enforcer of duties. This latter view repre-
sents the context within which canon law is
taught at St. Mary’s Seminary & University and
is believed to be consistent with the views of
Pope St. John Paul II expressed in Sacrae disci-
plinae legis (SDL), the decree of promulgation of
the 1983 Code of Canon Law (CIC 1983).! John

! John Paul II, Apostolic Constitution Sacrae discipli-
nae leges, 25 January 1983, in AAS, 75, part II (1983), pp.
VII-XIV. See also Code of Canon Law Latin-English Edi-

tion, New English Translation, Canon Law Society of

America, Washington, D.C., 1989, xxvii-xxxi.
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Paul II liked to refer to CIC 1983 as “the last
document of Vatican II”.2

We will start with a couple of examples of
how a little knowledge is a dangerous thing in
canon law, examples of how many seminarians
come to the study of canon law with a compen-
dium of “folk knowledge” that does not reflect
accurately the norms of the law or how it is in-
tended to be understood and applied in the ex-
ercise of pastoral ministry. Such “folk know-
ledge” presents a major hurdle in helping stu-
dents to understand canon law correctly. The
ultimate objective is that seminarians will leave
seminary with an adequate but not over-confi-
dent grasp of the most important aspects of
canon law necessary for carrying out parochial
ministry competently, sensitively, and effec-

tively.

Tendencies to Overcome

Legalism

Most seminarians start canon law courses
with tendencies professors know need to be re-
directed. The first is legalism in the student’s
grasp and interpretation of canonical principles
and norms. On the other hand, some enter con-
sidering canonical norms mere “suggestions”

but not really mandatory; that anything and

% See: Address to participants in a course at the Pon-
tificial Gregorian University in Rome on the new Code of
Canon Law, given on November 21, 1983, “Ai partecipanti
al corso sul nuovo Codice di Diritto Canonico (21 nobembre
1983), Giovanni Pauolo II, n. 2” w2.vatican.va.
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everything can be dispensed or disregarded. The
intention of the Church is that canonical norms
be respected and followed, most importantly as
a guide to good pastoral practice. Sometimes ca-
nonical norms are mandatory and must be fol-
lowed.

The other tendency is to rely on “folk know-
ledge” about canon law, not an accurate under-
standing of what the requirements of canon law
really are. Professors are thus faced with the
challenge of redirecting students’ thinking away
from legalism towards a more nuanced and dis-
cerning attitude, and also to get them to disre-
gard the “folk knowledge” they bring with them
and learn how to focus on the actual norms of
the law and understanding them correctly. The
danger of “folk knowledge” is that it can mislead
priests in their pastoral ministry and also cause
parishioners to misunderstand their actual re-
sponsibilities and rights as members of the
Christian faithful.

Two examples of this kind of “folk know-
ledge” that will be addressed more specifically
below concern 1) the so-called “Easter duty”;
and, 2) the Church’s teaching and canon law re-

garding divorce.

3 Codex Iuris Canonici 1917 (CIC 1917), c. 906: Omnis
utriusque sexus fidelis, postquam ad annos discretionis, idest
ad usum rationis, pervenerit, tenetur omnia peccata sua
saltem semel in anno fideliter confiter.
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Folk Knowledge
The Easter Duty

When professors ask seminary canon law stu-
dents about the “Easter Duty”, the most com-
mon answer they get is “All Catholics must go
to confession and receive Holy Communion at
least once a year during Easter Season.” For gen-
erations Catholics have understood that “canon
law requires that you must go to Confession and
receive Holy Communion at least once a year
during Easter Season”. That is not exactly what
canon law prescribes, however. The canonical
norms are a little more complicated than that,
although it is understandable where this “folk
knowledge” came from.

Canon 906 of the 1917 Code of Canon Law
(CIC 1917), following a norm established by the
Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, provided that
“Each member of the faithful, of both sexes, af-
ter he or she has reached the years of discretion,
is to confess individually all his or her sins at
least once a year”, a norm which did not distin-
guish between grave sins and venial sins.> The
current norm of c. 989 is that “After having
reached the age of discretion, each member of
the faithful is obliged to confess faithfully his or
her grave sins at least once a year.”* Catholics
are not required to go to confession at least once
a year. Rather, they are required to confess their

grave sins at least once a year. If a member of the

4 Codex Iuris Canonici 1983 (CIC 1983), c. 989: Omnis
fidelis, postquam ad annos discretionis pervenerit, obliga-
tione tenetur peccata sua gravia, saltem semel in anno, fi-
deliter confitendi.



faithful has not committed a grave sin, there is
no obligation to confess at all, even once a year.’

Another source this “folk knowledge” is the
norm of c. 920, which requires that “After being
initiated into the Most Holy Eucharist, each of
the faithful is obliged to receive holy commun-
ion [emphasis added] at least once a year.” If a
Catholic has not yet confessed and been ab-
solved of a grave sin, he or she is not, of course,
properly disposed to receive the Most Holy Eu-
charist. She or he would not, therefore, be able
to fulfill the obligation to receive Holy Com-
munion at least once a year. In that situation,
therefore, there is an obligation to confess one’s
sins before receiving Communion. And all
Catholics are to receive communion at least
once a year.

Section two of canon 920 provides further
that “This precept must be fulfilled during the
Easter season unless it is fulfilled for a just cause
at another time during the year.” Now we can
see where the frequently misunderstood “Easter
duty” comes from. A Catholic is canonically ob-
ligated to receive Holy Communion at least
once a year; this obligation is to be fulfilled dur-
ing Easter season, unless a just cause allows it to
be fulfilled at some other time. If the individual
is guilty of a grave sin that has not be absolved,

he or she would have to confess before receiving

> CIC 1983 does, nevertheless, recommend to the
Christian faithful that they also confess venial sins, but
there is no canonical obligation to do so: Canon 988 §2.
Commendatur christifidelibus ut etiam peccata venialia
confiteantur. The distinction between grave and venial sins
is a question of moral theology, not canon law, and in fact
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Holy Communion before fulfilling the obliga-
tion to receive Communion, whether during
Easter Season or at some other time if permit-
ted. Hence, there is no “Easter duty” to “go to
Confession” and receive Holy Communion
during Easter season, only to receive Commun-
ion during Easter Season unless permitted at an-
other time of the year. There is no obligation to
confess in Easter season, or anytime, unless one
has grave sins to confess.

The norms of CIC 1917 were even more de-
tailed regarding these obligations, but the point
here is that many seminarians start out believ-
ing that all Catholics are required by canon law
to “go to confession” during Easter season, but
they in fact are not: this is required only if they
have grave sins that have not yet been absolved
so they can receive Holy Communion during

Easter season.

Divorce

What about divorce? It is a commonplace of
Catholic culture for people to say the Catholic
Church does not recognize divorce; that mar-
ried Catholics are never allowed to divorce. This
is another bit of Catholic “folk knowledge” that
is not exactly true. It is true that the Catholic

Church does not recognize civil divorce as dis-

one that canon law is incapable defining for purposes of
compliance with canonical norms. When the obligation to
confess grave sins arises is a matter for the conscience of
individual members of the faithful to determine, ordinarily
one would hope, if not expect, with the sound counsel of a
sound spiritual guide or confessor.
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solving or annulling the marriages of Catholics.
Is it true, however, that the Catholic Church
does not ever recognize divorce? Most seminar-
ians before they take a canon law of marriage
course believe it does not; but it in fact, the
Church not only recognizes some divorces but
actually grants them itself. The Church does dis-
solve valid marriage bonds in certain circum-
stances; so, the fact is there is such a thing as
“Catholic divorce”.

A highly placed prelate of the Catholic
Church, who is no slouch as a canonist, Cardi-
nal Raymond Burke has railed against the no-
tion of Catholic “divorce”.® The real source of
Cardinal Burke’s umbrage is not that there is no
such thing as Catholic “divorce”, or “dissolu-
tion” of the bond of marriage, but rather care-
less use of terminology that equates annulments
granted by a Church tribunal with the idea of
“Catholic divorce”.

An annulment is not a divorce. This has to
be explained carefully to every seminarian in
canon law of marriage classes. An “annulment”
is a declaration that a marriage was never valid
in the first place because of some defect in the
consent exchanged, or discovery of a previously
unknown impediment standing in the way of
valid marriage consent, or a defect in the form
in which consent must be exchanged by Catho-
lics according to Church law. “Divorce” is the
dissolution of a valid marriage bond leaving the

parties free to marry another person. Annul-

¢ See, for instance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=tWI-k42ltjs, accessed November 17, 2022.
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ment concerns a marriage that never came into
being validly. A divorce, or dissolution, involves
a valid marriage that did come into being, but
which the Church allows to be dissolved for
some reason. There are instances in which the
Church dissolves valid marriage bonds. Annul-
ment concerns a marriage that never really was.
Divorce concerns a marriage that the Church
releases the parties from by “dissolving” the
bond.

The Church dissolves valid marriage bonds
when consent was exchanged but the marriage
has not yet been consummated by the marital
act (called ratum et non consummatum); mar-
riages between two non-baptized persons, when
one is later baptized but the other refuses to sup-
port that decision and live at peace with the
Christian spouse (Pauline Privilege); marriages
of spouses separated by exile, where it is not
foreseen they will ever be reunited; and one or
two other circumstances. It is true that the
Church does not generally recognize divorce,
but there are exceptional circumstances, such as
these, where the Church does in fact itself grant
a true divorce, exercising what it refers to as “the
power of the keys”. It is “folk knowledge” there-
fore to say the Church never recognizes divorce.
Much more common, of course, are annul-
ments where a Church tribunal finds that a valid
marriage never came into being in the first place

because of something that was missing.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?%20v=fWI-k42ltjs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?%20v=fWI-k42ltjs

The Pastoral Context of Canon Law

Pope St. John XXIII announced in 1959 that
the entire corpus of canon law of the 1917 Code
was to be reformed at the same time he con-
voked a synod of the Diocese of Rome and an-
nounced the ecumenical council now known as
the Second Vatican Council. The new Code of
Canon Law was promulgated in 1983. John Paul
IT points out in SDL that these two events (the
revision of the Code and Vatican II) are inextri-
cably intertwined. The revision of the Code was
to integrate in canon law the teachings of Vati-
can II as much as possible. The 1983 Code and
its norms cannot, therefore, be understood
apart from the teachings of Vatican II.

In 1967, the code consultors developed

cinles
“[IR]ecourse to pricipies 1ot

canonical norms is
more for gaining
insight into the
deeper meaning of
the teachings that
underlie the law
than for achieving
mere external
obedience.”

the revision of
the Code which
Pope St. Paul
VI  approved
and presented
to the Synod
Bishops, which
approved them

almost unani-

mously. These
principles guided the revision process and are
principles for interpreting the 1983 Code.”

Among the most important for seminarians,

7 Code of Canon Law Latin-English Edition, xxxvi-
XXXViii.
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because they touch so closely on the ministry

they will engage in, are principles 1 and 3:

1. In renewing the law the juridic
character of the new Code, which
the social nature of the Church re-
quires, is to be retained. Therefore,
the Code is to furnish norms so
that the members of the Christian
faithful in living the Christian life
may share in the goods offered by
the Church to lead them to eternal
salvation. Hence, in view of this
end, the Code must define and
protect the rights and obligations
of each person towards others and
towards the ecclesiastical society to
the extent that these rights and ob-
ligations pertain to divine worship

and the salvation of souls.

3. To foster the pastoral care of souls
as much as possible, the new law,
besides the virtue of justice, is to
take cognizance of charity, temper-
ance, humaneness and modera-
tion, whereby equity is to be pur-
sued not only in the application of
the laws by pastors of souls but also

in the legislation itself.
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While defining rights and obligations, the norms
of the law were to be directed most importantly,
and as much as possible, toward the pastoral care
of souls. The pastoral care of souls is to be seen as
the main objective of canon law, not norms for
the regulation and enforcement of behavior.
While not disregarding the virtue of justice, ca-
nonical norms are to take cognizance of charity,
temperance, humaneness and moderation.
Canon law exists to foster Christian life, lived not
so much in obedience to the law as reflecting the
values and virtues it promotes. To that end, re-
course to canonical norms is more for gaining in-
sight into the deeper meaning of the teachings
that underlie the law than for achieving mere ex-
ternal obedience. “Reception” of the law, in the
juridic sense, is to be preferred to mere compli-
ance with norms.

These principles call for greater tolerance

. . hen th i
“It is important for whel There s @

seminarians to
learn to recognize
when a canonical
question is
beyond their
competence and
to consult a com-
petent canonist
when they do.”

lack of compli-
ance with norms.
Pastors of souls
are charged with
the difficult task
of leading those
they serve to
deeper insights

into and ac-

ceptance of the
norms of the law, and conformity with them as a
means of configuring one’s life to that of a true
Christian. As the author likes to say in canon law

class “Canon law is not about driving people
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away from the Catholic Church; it’s about draw-
ing them into a deeper and more heartfelt prac-
tice of the faith.” Or, as he also likes to put it,
“You will be ordained to be a pastor, not a police-
man; so, understand and resort to canon law as a

pastor would, not as a policeman or prosecutor.”

What Seminary Canon Law Students
Don’t Need to Know

It should be kept in mind that seminarians are
not being trained to be canon lawyers, but pas-
tors. When they finish their canon law courses
they will not be competent to interpret canon
law beyond a very narrow range, limited to how
it serves their pastoral ministry. This is the first
and most important thing for seminary canon
law students to be taught and to learn. It is more
important for seminarians to understand that
nuance in the interpretation of canon law is
something competent canonists are capable of
but they, generally, are not, at least not without
further training. Every canon law professor in
America tells his or her students that the most
important thing for them to learn in their canon
law classes is the phone number of the Chan-
cery! It is important for seminarians to learn to
recognize when a canonical question is beyond
their competence and to consult a competent
canonist when they do. Every diocese has at
least one trained canonist, the “go-to” person
whenever anything other than basic, uncompli-

cated canon law issues come up in pastoral min-

istry.



Seminarians don’t need to know a lot of
canon law to be good pastors, but some things
they do need to know (addressed in the next sec-
tion of this article). Seminarians literally do not
need to know the canon law of processes at all
(Book VII of the Code). Book VII of the Code
concerns technical matters of procedure in ca-
nonical proceedings and can be dispensed with
entirely in seminary canon law courses. There
are some interesting particularities of processes
that contrast with civil law that might be inter-
esting to note, but there is always the risk that
doing so will give seminarians the impression
they know more about these processes than they
really do. So, best to avoid teaching anything
from Book VII in seminary courses altogether.

Likewise with sanctions (delicts and penal-
ties; Book VI), although a little bit may be help-
ful so seminarians know what things could get
them into serious trouble once ordained, or how
to recognize things that ought to be brought to
the attention of the competent authority. Noth-
ing has caused more bruhaha in the life of the
Church than the norm of c. 915 that “those who
have been excommunicated or interdicted after
the imposition or declaration of the penalty and
others obstinately persevering in manifest grave
sin are not to be admitted to holy communion”.
Politicians seen as supporting political agendas
and legislation favorable to legal abortion have
been subjected to calls that they must be denied
Holy Communion. Some priests and other
communion ministers have felt that decision

ought to be made at the communion rail, so to

Teaching Canon Law in the Seminary

speak, by the minister on a case-by-case basis.
The canonical issues involved in this are ex-
tremely complicated. Denial of Holy Commun-
ion is, in fact, a penalty, and penalties are gener-
ally not allowed to be carried out without a
proper canonical process and formal imposition
of the penalty (see cc. 1321-1330;1341-1353; see
also c. 843). Members of the Christian faithful,
all baptized Catholics, have a general right to re-
ceive the sacraments. Denial of a sacrament is a
very serious matter, which the law hedges about

with technical requirements that require the

specialized i i
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should be making judgements at the commun-
ion rail about the state of an individual’s soul
presenting himself or herself for reception of
Holy Communion, and the person’s proper dis-
position, is so fraught with canonical and moral
implications and complications that most can-
onists consider it wrongheaded that commun-
ion ministers should ever make such judgments
at the communion rail. This is an example of a

notion seminarians may need to re-think before
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they are ordained and find themselves in the
middle of a very complicated and contentious
issue.

What seminarians do need to know about
canon law is everything that pertains to faith-
fully and correctly carrying out their pastoral re-
sponsibilities, not how to enforce every canoni-
cal obligation and vindicate every right. This in-
cludes canonical norms that affect the validity of
sacraments and other acts proper to a priest or
pastor, so there is still a considerable body of
knowledge seminarians should master before

completing their seminary studies.

What Seminarians Do Need to Know

Where to begin

There are two basic approaches to making
inroads into seminarians’ lack of knowledge
about canon law. One begins at the beginning of
CIC 1983, Book I: General Norms. “General
norms” are fundamental norms and principles
applied throughout the Code. Many have to be
followed to assure the validity of actions with
canonical consequences. The problem teaching
them is that general norms are extremely dry
and abstract, boring, and tedious to understand.
Some professors want to begin with general
norms because they are foundational for every-
thing else in the Code, but because they can be
extremely difficult to teach, others prefer to
begin somewhere else, giving seminarians a
grounding in some practical aspects of the law

that are more interesting, and then come back
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to general norms when they will make more
sense and be easier to study. The most common
alternative is to begin with Book II: The People
of God.

The Church is a community in need of
structure and norms regulating the conduct of
persons vis-a-vis one another, with regard for
those elements that define membership in the
community, those qualities that define the iden-
tity of members of the community, and the
rights and obligations of those subject to the
Code of Canon Law. Starting with Book II
grounds students in the teaching of the Second
Vatican Council that the Church is to be
thought of first and foremost of all as that com-
munity made up of the Christian faithful, the
people of God, that represents the Body of
Christ on earth. Earlier ways of describing the
Church emphasized its hierarchical structure.
Vatican II and CIC 1983 emphasize that the
most fundamental reality constituting the peo-
ple of God as the Church is baptism. It is bap-
tism, more properly Christian initiation, that
constitutes a person a member of the Church
and subject to the Church’s canon law which
sets forth the rights and obligations of members
of the Christian faithful.

Many seminarians enter formation with a
very hierarchical understanding of the Church
and church membership. The teaching of the
Second Vatican Council, and the organization
of the Code of Canon Law rely on a more egali-
tarian understanding of membership and the

constitution of the people of God, with the



Church’s hierarchical structure understood as a
secondary consideration existing in service to
the people of God for purposes of good order in
the life of the community. Starting with con-
sciousness of the Church’s hierarchical ordering
of governance risks getting things somewhat
backwards. The fundamental reality is the peo-
ple of God, all of whom are equal in baptism; the
hierarchical structuring of the governance of
this community is of secondary importance.

Particular legal rights and duties are deter-
mined by one’s status in the community. The
idea that rights and obligations exist in relation
to status is new to many seminarians, although
this is true in all legal systems. For instance,
married couples have different canonical rights
and obligations than unmarried persons, be-
cause of their status as married persons. A priest
has different rights and obligations than non-
priests; and so on and so forth.

It is important for seminarians to become
familiar with various general norms, but equal-
ly, if not more importantly, to come to under-
stand the structure of the Church as the people
of God, as reflected in Book II of the Code, so
they can be formed to serve their particular role
as ordained priests one day while respecting the
roles, rights and obligations of all of the other
members of the Body of Christ according to
their proper status.

At St. Mary’s, canon law courses begin with
consideration of the Church as the people of
God, the Body of Christ, in which all members

are essentially equal in baptism, but each with

Teaching Canon Law in the Seminary

particular rights and responsibilities that derive
from her or his particular status in the commu-
nity that is the Church. Approaching things in
this way helps seminarians learn to respect the
rights of all, and that all are expected to fulfill
the obligations related to their status in the
community. Once seminarians understand this,
they are prepared to study the more specific
norms relating to carrying out their function
one day as ordained priests. At St. Mary’s the
canon law faculty begins by addressing the or-
ganic unity and structure of the Church as the
People of God, and then addresses the general
norms that apply throughout the Code.

Specific Areas of Canon Law

Most seminary curricula today include two
or three canon law courses. Usually an intro-
ductory course giving an overview of the entire
Code except for the sacraments. The treatment
of processes and sanctions, if addressed at all,
normally involves only very basic principles of
procedural and delictual law. Greater attention
is given to Book III, The Teaching Office, and
Book V, Temporal Goods, since priests are usu-
ally involved in Catholic education in one way
or another, and parish administration always
involves the administration of temporal goods.
However, given the extensive amount of mate-
rial to be covered in a general survey course, it
is always difficult to provide as detailed instruc-
tion in these areas as would otherwise be desir-
able. These two areas can be treated in ongoing

education courses after seminarians have been
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ordained, which they should be encouraged to
participate in. Book II: The People of God is or-
dinarily covered in the general course. While it
would be possible to offer elective courses in
these areas, the time available for elective
courses is very limited, even more so under the
2019 Ratio fundamentalis institutionis sacerdo-
tlis and the Sixth Edition of the Program of
Priestly Formation of the United States Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops. The better option for
most seminarians will be to wait for more de-
tailed treatment of this material through ongo-
ing education programs after ordination.

All seminaries have a course on the canon
law of marriage, or marriage and the other sac-
raments. The challenge is how to cover every-
thing seminarians need to know to engage in
priestly ministry competently and effectively in
the amount of time available. The general sur-
vey of canon law is normally a three-credit hour
course, marriage and the sacraments one or
possibly two three-credit hour courses, or one
three-hour and one two-hour course. It is quite
difficult to cover marriage and all the sacra-
ments in one three credit hour course, even
marriage and just the Sacraments of Initiation.
St. Mary’s has experimented with a three-credit
hour introductory course, a three-credit hour
course on Marriage, and a three-credit hour
course on the other sacraments, or a two-credit
hour course on just the Sacraments of Initiation,
with the canonical aspects of the other sacra-
ments addressed in the sacramental theology

courses, and is now considering a two-hour
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course on all of the sacraments other than mar-

riage.

General Norms

The introductory course’s treatment of gen-
eral norms at St. Mary’s includes more detailed
treatment of the law of persons so students will
have a good grasp of how the law applies to a
person’s status; juridic acts, so they will know
what exercises of ecclesiastical power have ju-
ridic effects; and “juridic persons”, so they will
understand how collective entities of persons or
things are dealt with under canon law, im-
portant concepts when it comes to administer-
ing a parish. Some attention is given to the
power of governance, and laws and other modes
of regulating the behavior, protecting the rights,
and enforcing the obligations of members of the
Christian faithful, since there will be times when
understanding these provisions will be im-
portant in carrying out the function of priest or
pastor. Canonical elections are always an area of
interest to seminarians, and the rules for con-
ducting a valid election are generally covered, as
are the provisions regarding the acquisition and
loss of ecclesiastical office, which will affect
seminarians directly once they are appointed or
elected to an office.

Great attention is not given to ecclesiastical
laws, general decrees and instructions, and sin-
gular administrative acts, because these norms
are quite technical and are of greater concern to
curial officials than to all priests, who can re-

ceive instruction about them from those offi-



cials as needed. Statutes and rules of order, like-
wise, do not require much instruction in the
seminary because they are either easy to under-
stand when relevant to the ministry of a priest
or pastor, or once again can be explained by a
canonical or administrative expert from the
chancery.

The final subjects addressed in Book I, pre-
scription and the computation of time, are also
technical concepts that in practice require some
interpretation and canonical expertise. The
computation of time does merit adequate treat-
ment in the seminary, however, so that when
relevant to a priest’s ministry he will know what
norms to apply when needing to calculate a
deadline. Ordinarily, however, seminarians are
best advised to contact a canonist or chancery
official when such questions arise.

The basic rules for the acquisition, admin-
istration, and alienation of goods in Book III are
normally made known to seminarians because
of their role in parish administration, but de-
tailed treatment is best left to ongoing education
after ordination because of time constraints in
the curriculum. Almost every pastor will sooner
or later have to administer the receipt of a be-
quest and will also be involved in soliciting gifts
to support the parish, either during the lifetime
of the donor or as a testamentary gift. Seminary
students should at least be aware that there are
canonical provisions regulating the reception
and administration of gifts, and the crucial im-

portance of honoring the intentions of donors.

Teaching Canon Law in the Seminary

Seminarians should be given careful in-
struction on the canons concerning pious foun-
dations, in particular Mass funds (funds for the
application of Mass intentions). The Church is
very sensitive about these funds being adminis-
tered meticulously in accord with the intentions
of donors, so seminarians should know there
are technical rules involved that priests and
other administrators must abide by. The most
common canonical issue they may encounter is
when there is a desire to reduce or otherwise
modify an obligation attached to a gift. A will
executed in favor of a pious cause can be re-
duced, moderated, or commuted by the ordi-
nary, but only for a just cause, if the donor or
“founder” of the bequest has expressly entrusted
this power to him. If, through no fault of the ad-
ministrator’s, the fulfillment of the obligations
of such bequests has become impossible due to
diminished revenues or some other cause, the
ordinary can equitably lessen the obligations af-
ter hearing those concerned and his finance
council, with the original intention of the
founder preserved as much as possible. In other
cases, recourse must be made to the Apostolic
See (c. 1310). However, these provisions to not
apply to Mass funds, that is gifts to the Church
for applying particular intentions to the celebra-
tion of Masses, which the canons give particular
attention to in order to assure that donors’ in-
tentions are fulfilled. These obligations can only
be modified in accordance with c. 1308.

Canon 1308 provides that the obligation to

say Masses for a particular intention may be
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reduced only for a just and necessary cause and
doing so is generally reserved to the Apostolic
See (c. 1308 §1), although there are the follow-
ing exceptions: If the charter of the foundation
expressly provides, the ordinary can reduce
Mass obligations because of diminished reve-
nues. If the obligation to say Masses for a par-
ticular intention was established independently
in a legacy or in some other way, the diocesan
bishop can reduce the obligation to the level of
offering established in the diocese in the case of
diminished revenues for as long as the cause
persists, provided there is no one obligated to
increase the offering who can effectively be
made to do so (c. 1308 §3). If the obligations
pertain to an ecclesiastical institute, the dioce-
san bishop can also reduce the obligations or
legacies if the revenue has become insufficient
to pursue appropriately the proper purpose of
the institute. (c. 1308 §4) Finally, the supreme
moderator of a clerical religious institute of
pontifical right possess the same powers as the
diocesan bishop in these regards.®

The Code places a special responsibility on
administrators of Church goods to assure that
the prescripts of both canon and civil law, or
those imposed by a founder, a donor or legiti-
mate authority are fulfilled through due dili-
gence (c. 1284 §2, 3°). This is especially true with

¥ An interesting bit of ecclesiastical trivia is that the will
of King Henry VIII of England contains a provision for an
altar over his tomb where daily Mass were to be said "as
long as the world shall endure", setting out a grant £600 a
year forever to assure that the Masses would be said; it con-
tains other provisions for requiem masses and prayers for
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respect to the fulfillment of Mass obligations.
Priests are free to apply the celebration of Mass
for anyone, living or dead (c. 901), and also to
receive an offering to apply the Mass for a spe-
cific intention. Once an offering is accepted, it is
a most serious obligation that the priest must
tulfill. Because this custom has at times been ne-
glected it is hedged about with canonical norms
that should be taught in seminary canon law
courses and duly impressed upon the students
so they will be thoroughly familiar with them
once they are in a position to accept Mass offer-
ings. Priests must be careful to administer this
privilege with all seriousness and sincerity and
avoid any appearance of “trafficking” or “trad-
ing” in Mass offerings (c. 947).

No more than one offering may be applied
to a given Mass, and the obligation to fulfill the
intention belongs to the priest who received it.
If an offering is made for the celebration of
Masses without indicating the number, it is to
be applied according to the norm in the place
where the donor resides, unless the donor’s in-
tent can be presumed legitimately to be different
(c. 950). If a priest celebrates more than one
Mass on a given day, he can apply an intention
to each Mass, but he may only retain one offer-
ing, transferring the others to the purposes pre-

scribed by the Ordinary (except on Christmas

his soul as well. When the eventually more Protestant form
of the Church of England prevailed and Mass offerings ab-
rogated, Henry’s bequest was invalidated and the funds di-
rected toward other purposes.


https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14773b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12345b.htm
https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14153a.htm

Day, when he can retain more than one offering;
see: c. 951). Likewise, if he concelebrates a sec-
ond Mass on a given day, he may not accept an
offering for it. Each provincial council, or the
bishops of the province, are to establish for the
entire province by decree the offering to be
given for the celebration and application of a
Mass offering. Priests are not to ask for more
than that, but they are permitted to accept a
larger sum if voluntarily offered. (c. 952)

An important rule to be sure seminarians
understand is that no one is permitted to accept
more offerings for Masses than he can satisfy
with a year (c. 953). If a church or oratory has
received more offerings than can be fulfilled,
however, they may allow the Masses to be cele-
brated elsewhere in order to fulfill the obligation
(c. 954). If a priest wishes to entrust the fulfill-
ment of a Mass obligation to another priest, he
must assure that the priest is trustworthy and
transfer the entire offering to him. Fulfillment
of the intention remains his obligation, how-
ever, until he knows that the obligation has been
accepted and the offering received by the other
priest (c. 955). In fact, those who entrust the cel-
ebration of Masses to others are to record with-
out delay both the Masses they have received
and those which have been transferred to oth-
ers, along with the offering, and every priest
must note accurately the Masses he has accepted
to celebrate and those he has satisfied (c. 955).
Administrators of pious causes and others
obliged in any way to see to the celebration of

Masses are to hand over to their Ordinary Mass
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obligations that have not been satisfied within a
year (c. 957), as the duty and right of exercising
vigilance that Mass obligations are fulfilled be-
longs to the Local Ordinary of the churches of
secular clergy, and the superiors of churches of
religious institutes and societies of apostolic life
(c. 957). The pastor or rector of a church or
other pious place which regularly receives Mass
offerings is to have a special book in which the
number of Masses to be celebrated is accurately
noted, along with the intention, the offering
given, and the date and occasion when fulfilled,
which the Ordinary is obliged to examine each
year either personally or through others (958).
It is important that these rules be carefully
taught to seminarians, however much it may be
wondered how diligently they are being fol-

lowed in practice.

Canon Law of Marriage

Most seminaries today, including St. Mary’s, re-
quire a fairly comprehensive course in the
canon law of marriage, given the amount of
time and attention parish priests devote to mar-
riage ministry. The context in which the mar-
riage course is taught at St. Mary’s is the pastoral
ministry graduates will one day engage in.
While it is important that seminarians come to
understand many of the technicalities of mar-
riage law and the law of annulments, it is con-
sidered more important to give them a ground-
ing in the pastoral context in which their
knowledge of the canon law of marriage will be

applied. That pastoral context includes: 1)
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preparing couples for marriage; 2) preparing
them for the liturgical celebration of their mar-
riage; 3) providing ministerial support for mar-
ried couples; 4) making provision for marriage

counselling, both by the pastor or other priests,

0 . . but also coun-
Seminarians are

formed as much by

the society around
them as by their
Catholic faith to-
day, and there is a
need to clarify as
much as possible

selling within
the expertise
of other par-
ish ministers,
ordained or
lay, and also

referrals to

rofessional
the Church’s teach- P ,
. N marriage
ing regarding mar-

counsellors

riage and how it
provides the foun-
dation for the can-
ons they will need
to understand and
apply in marriage
ministry.”

when the re-
sources of the
parish are in-
sufficient to
address the is-

sues that

emerge; and

5) preliminary contact for individuals thinking
about the possible annulment of their mar-
riages, and referral to the appropriate diocesan
officials to guide them through the annulment
process.

A significant challenge today concerns
changes in the understanding of marriage in so-
ciety in general. Seminarians are formed as
much by the society around them as by their
Catholic faith today, and there is a need to clar-
ify as much as possible the Church’s teaching
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regarding marriage and how it provides the
foundation for the canons they will need to un-
derstand and apply in marriage ministry. The
changes in society are so profound, especially
with respect to the “definition” of marriage, that
it is considered necessary at St. Mary’s to begin
not just with the Church’s understanding of
marriage and its definition, but with a philo-
sophical discussion of definitions in general in
order to get it across that from the standpoint of
Church teaching, theology and canon law, de-
fining anything, much less marriage, is not an
arbitrary process but an intellectual search for
truth which presupposes that the essence and
nature of any given thing is an objective reality,
not something that can be “defined” arbitrarily.

The Church’s understanding of the defini-
tion of marriage is derived from what can be
known about marriage historically, theologi-
cally, in Sacred Scripture, from the longstanding
and continuous tradition of the Church regard-
ing marriage, and from the kind of natural law
reasoning that undergirds much of Church
teaching and the provisions of the Code of
Canon Law. It has to be pointed out that how-
ever any civil society understands and “defines”
marriage, the marriage of Catholics is grounded
in the teaching and canon law of the Church.
Couples are to be prepared for marriage by
priests who are sufficiently knowledgeable of
this teaching and canon law, as well as of con-
trary understandings coming from the culture
around them, so couples will be able to enter a

valid Catholic Christian marriage.



No official witness of the Church may wit-
ness a marriage that he or she knows will not be
valid. At the same time, no one is to assist at a
marriage that cannot be recognized or cele-
brated according to the norm of civil law with-
out the permission of the local ordinary. (c.
1072 §1, 2°) This does not suggest that compli-
ance with civil law is in all cases required for the
valid marriage of a Catholic. Rather, it seeks to
avoid a conflictual relationship between the
Church and civil society as much as possible,
while respecting the Church’s authority over the
things it properly regulates. It is one of the com-
plications of the era in which we live that funda-
mental matters regarding marriage and the
Church’s understanding and regulation of mar-
riage often need to be clarified so seminarians
will understand them correctly. Thus, for in-
stance, it must be made as clear as possible to
seminarians that marriage is a relationship be-
tween two persons only, one of whom is male
and the other female (c. 1055 §1); that it is a
matrimonial covenant by which the man and
woman establish between themselves a partner-
ship of the whole of life, ordered by its nature to
the good of the spouses and the procreation and
education of offspring, which has been raised by
Christ to the dignity of a sacrament. (c. 1055 §1)
So-called “same-sex” marriage is not something
the Church simply does not recognize, it is
something that in the understanding of the
Church does not and cannot exist. The Church
may accede to the existence of a civil institution

between people of the same gender, and other
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kinds of civil relationships that do not accord
with Church teaching, for the purpose of living
at peace with the society around it, but it would
never be able to call such relationships “mar-
riage”.

One of the features of marriage that can be
difficult for seminarians to grasp easily is that
the sacramentality of marriage derives from
baptism. This is easy enough for seminarians to
understand with respect to the marriage of two
baptized Catholics, but more difficult in the case
of a mixed marriages, when one of the parties is
Catholic and the other Protestant, a marriage
that is every bit as much a sacrament as the mar-
riage of two Catholics (if celebrated in accord-
ance with the canonical provisions regarding
form), since both of the parties are baptized
Christians and that is what makes the marriage
a sacrament. Even more difficult to get across to
seminarians, as to non-Catholic Christians, is
that the marriage of two non-Catholic Chris-
tians is considered a sacramental marriage by
the Church by virtue of the baptism of the par-
ties. Also that if one of the parties is a Catholic
and the other has never been baptized, the mar-
riage is not considered a sacrament by the
Church, even if the parties have fulfilled all of
the requirements for entering a valid marriage
(that is, the Catholic has been given a dispensa-
tion for disparity of cult). All of this can be quite
confusing to seminarians, as it is to many Cath-
olics, and especially to Protestants who have
been in a previous marriage, divorced, and now

want to marry a Catholic. They are quite often
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perplexed when they learn that they must first
obtain an annulment of the first marriage which
the Catholic Church considers both valid and
sacramental until proven otherwise, preventing
another marriage unless and until there is an
annulment.

Seminarians do not have to master all of the
technicalities of Catholic marriage law, but they
do have to become familiar with them so they
will avoid assisting at marriages involving a
Catholic that it is known or should be known
will not be valid. Their responsibility is to be
able to fulfill their pastoral office competently,
effectively, and sensitively when they become
priests, not to act as canonical experts or con-
sider that they have the responsibility of assur-
ing that individuals who come to them are
choosing the “right” partner, or that they will be
deeply committed practicing Catholics. This
sometimes comes as a surprise to seminarians,
especially today when so many marriages break
up and they have witnessed all of the pain and
disorder this causes in the parties’ lives and the
lives of their children. Indeed, many seminari-
ans today come from parents who divorced civ-
illy, some who have re-married with or without
an annulment, and others who have obtained
annulments and remarried in the Church. Some
seminarians are intent on doing all they can to
assure that the parties enter not just a valid mar-
riage, but a good marriage that will last. But alas,
that is not their role or responsibility as a priest.
A priest cannot and should not stand in the way

of parties entering a valid marriage because he
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thinks it may not end up being a “good” mar-
riage, nor should he decline to assist at a mar-
riage because he has doubts about its being a
good match or truly grounded in faith, because
his duty as a priest is simply to assist the parties
to enter a marriage that it appears will be valid
“in the eyes of the Church”. Why is that?

The canon law of marriage represents a del-
icate balance between the natural right of every
adult person who is competent to marry, and to
marry the person of his or her own choice, and
the desire of the Church that couples marry in
the Church and marry out of sincere faith; also
that they will enter humanly and spiritually
“good” and fruitful marriages. The Church does
not consider it its place to prevent people from
marrying the person they want to marry, how-
ever, if the marriage will meet at least the mini-
mal requirements for validity under canon law.

Canon law students at St. Mary’s are taught
that the Church’s bar for entering a valid mar-
riage is pretty low, out of deference to the hu-
man rights and dignity of the parties (no greater
barrier to marrying than absolutely necessary).
The standards for judging the validity of a mar-
riage on the other side of a broken relationship,
however, are very high. That is, priests are not
charged with undertaking an in-depth examina-
tion of the qualities of parties and the relation-
ship to assure that the marriage will be valid and
a “good” marriage at the time they wish to
marry, just the basic investigation required by
canon law. If it appears the marriage will be

valid after completing the pre-marital investi-



gation, the priest should assist the couple to
have as faith-filled, joyous, and fruitful marriage
ceremony and marriage as possible, even if he
doubts that it will last. This respects their natu-
ral right to marry, and to the marry the person
they want to marry. If the relationship does not
last and the couple later divorces, it is for the
marriage tribunal to determine through in in-
depth examination of all aspects of the mar-
riage, the consent exchanged, and the possibility
that there may have been an impediment not
known at the time consent was exchanged.

It can be hard for seminarians to under-
stand, and is often difficult for many Catholics
to understand, why there are so many annul-
ments today, and why the Church doesn’t do
more to assure that couples don’t enter invalid
marriages. The wisdom of the Church is that
unnecessary barriers should not be put up that
would impede individuals from marrying the
person they want, even if the priest or others in-
volved have serious doubts, out of respect for
the basic human right to marry. Many priests
have seen marriages they never thought would
succeed mature into profound loving and suc-
cessful marriages, whereas marriages they
thought would be “perfect” break up after short
duration. The annulment system makes it pos-
sible to recognize that many marriages do not
work out, and for good reasons that can be de-
termined even long after the marriage was en-
tered into, warranting the granting of an annul-
ment. While perhaps not a perfect approach to

these fundamental human relationships, it is
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one that recognizes that it operates in an imper-
fect world of flawed human beings who are
seeking happiness and often end up in relation-
ships they thought would be good, would bring
them happiness, or at least that they hoped
would, but that were actually doomed from the
start, often enough for reasons that were not
readily apparent at the time consent was ex-
changed. A low bar for entering marriage pro-
tects the right to marry; the annulment process
allows a closer look later and protects the pasto-
ral ministry of the Church which looks for a way
to release people from relationships that are not
working and are bringing mostly unhappiness
when it is possible to do so.

It is important to get across to seminarians
that when they become pastors it will not be
their role to look out over their married parish-
ioners and wonder if all of them are in valid
marriages. The rule of canon law is that if a mar-
riage looks valid it is presumed valid unless and
until it is proven not to be valid in a canonical
process; for all practical purposes a marriage is
valid unless and until proven invalid. Priests
should not be worrying their heads about all the
marriages of their parishioners that might not
be valid. They are valid canonically unless and
until proven otherwise. Nor should he be preoc-
cupied with individuals in second marriages re-
ceiving the sacraments. If he knows for certain
that they should not, he at most should speak
with them privately; but the communion rail is
never the place to embarrass people or virtue

signal. Better to tolerate inappropriate reception
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of communion until there is some overriding
reason to address it, than to engage in sacra-
mental perfectionism: priests are ordained to be
pastors, not policemen.

In teaching the canon law of marriage, St.
Mary’s students are given a basic framework of

the concerns of canon law respecting marriage:

a. The Definition of marriage.

b. Consent (what constitutes valid consent,
consent being the mechanism that
brings a valid marriage into existence.

c. Impediments (what things stand in the
way of the possibility of entering a valid
marriage).

d. The Catholic Form of marriage.

Seminarians can fit everything they need to
know about the canon law of marriage into
these categories for purposes of understanding
and remembering how the canon law of mar-
riage works. Seminarians are often surprised to
hear it said that the main concerns of priests
with respect to marriage are pastoral, not ca-
nonical. The canons outline various aspects of
the pastoral preparation for marriage and care
for married persons, but the real concern of
canon law per se is not necessarily marriage it-
self, but often enough simply how to get people
out of marriages that have not succeeded. When
a marriage has been entered into well and is
working, there is no need for canon law; the par-
ties need only live out the beauty and drama of

marriage and family life. It is normally only
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when things go wrong that canon law is resorted
to, to examine if there really was a valid mar-
riage in the first place, so parties can be relieved
of being bound to a relationship that is not bear-
ing fruit nor bringing happiness. The canon law
of marriage is also, however, a sound and im-
portant source for giving pastors of souls a solid
grounding in how the Church understands
marriage, wishes to assist the faithful to enter
into fruitful marital relationships, and what pas-
tors need to know in order to provide the faith-
ful instruction and effective pastoral assistance
with respect to marriage and family life.

At base level, seminarians need to learn what
makes for the valid and licit celebration of mar-
riage. They need to be prepared to engage in “re-
mote” preparation for marriage through preach-
ing, catechetics, teaching, and other ways of mak-
ing known to Catholics what Christian marriage
really is and is all about. They need to be intro-
duced to what is involved in the sound prepara-
tion of couples who come to the Church to be
married, and also how to minister effectively and
sensitively to those who are experiencing difficul-
ties in their marriages. They need to know how
to offer assistance to those whose marriages have
not succeeded, and who may be seeking to have
their marriage annulled, understanding that in
many if not most cases they are entitled to an an-
nulment so they can be free of an invalid mar-
riage and free to marry another person if that is
what they wish to do. Teaching the canon law of
marriage to seminarians, along with the other

topics addressed in this article, is intended mostly



to convey that there are many technicalities in-
volved, and also that some of those technicalities
must be mastered but most do not. In the end, as
repeated in almost every canon law course in
every seminary in the United States, if not in the

world, the most important thing for seminarians

to learn about canon law is the phone number of

the chancery.
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Book Review: Parish Management and Op-
erations: The Buck Stops Here

By Michael Brinda

Reviewed by Sebastian Mahfood, OP

Published by En Route Books & Media in March
of 2018, Michael Brinda’s Parish Management
and Operations: The Buck Stops Here remains rel-
evant for a post-Covid world as it celebrates its
fifth anniversary in print. Brinda, who received
an honorary doctorate in 2016 from Holy Apos-
tles College & Seminary for his spiritual and cor-
poral acts of mercy conducted over the course of
his prison ministry, had left the corporate world
he’d founded at New Horizons, a global com-
puter training company, to devote his life full-

time to pastoral work. This book contains the

fruit of that engagement, a blending of the les-
sons learned in corporate life and the experience
gained in parish ministry. The book covers such
topics as delegation, parish mission statements,
the art and science of strategic plan creation, hir-
ing, firing, and dealing with failure and is a useful
classroom aid for ministry of administration
courses.

To listen for free to the audio version of this
book, visit https://wcatradio.com/pmo/ or get
your Kindle or print copy today at https://en-

routebooksandmedia.com/pmo/.

Michael Brinda in February 2017 with his class at Mundelein Seminary where he taught an intensive course, originally

developed for online delivery at Holy Apostles College & Seminary, on parish management and operations.
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