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Editorial

Hilary D Regan

We return again to study the work of Marie-Dominique Chenu OP (1895–2000). In 2021 we published a volume on his ‘theological project’, and in this volume we continue in that line by examining the basic intuitions of his theology.1 Some of the authors are the same, Ulrich Engel OP and Janette Gray RSM but in addition there are two articles by Fergus Kerr OP (who studied under Chenu) and a translation of the article by Pietro Parente from 1942 where he refers to Chenu and the ‘new theology’. This descriptive became widely used in describing writers such as Chenu, Congar and other French Dominican writers after 1942.

Having studied in Rome under Garrigou-Lagrange, in 1920 chenu was appointed Professor of the History of Dogma at Le Saulchoir. He began to develop his theological perspective replacing the non-historical approach to Thomism that he had learned from Garrigou-Lagrange at the Angelicum with an historicist reading of Aquinas. At Le Saulchoir he was the teacher of Dominicans Yves Congar and Edward Schillebeeckx and others.

His 1937 book Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir brought him into the centre of an investigation by Rome into his theology and in 1942 this book was placed on the Index of forbidden books.2 He was also involved with the Young Christian Work movements and the worker priest movement during his life.

Ulrich Engel’s article in the present volume argues that according to ‘Pierre Jossua in an overview of Chenu’s life pointed out that he had never really been rehabilitated by those ecclesiastical authorities’.

For Engel ‘The five guiding intuitions of Chenu [and his theology] are the economy of salvation, the incarnational structure of his theological thinking, an understanding of pastoral theology and work as places of ecclesial discourse, attention to the signs of the time, and a high estimation of contemplation.’

His article unpacks these guiding intuitions. The other articles provide a context, historical and theological, for the intuitions and develop other themes to assist in understanding Chenu’s contribution to theology.

 

1. A Coming of God into Time and History: The Theological Project of M-D Chenu OP (Adelaide: ATF Theology, 2021).

2. For more see Joseph Komonchak and Mary Kate Homan, A School of Theology—Le Saulchoir (Adelaide: ATF Press, 2023).


Marie-Dominique Chenu and the Basic Intuitions of His Theology1

Ulrich Engel OP

‘Dogmatic formulas express a truth that is absolute and unchanging’ (‘Formulae dogmaticae enuntiant veritatem absolutam et immutabilem’). This thesis spotlights the central disputed point in one of the important controversies for theology in the twentieth century. In February, 1938, the French Dominican theologian Marie-Dominique Chenu was called to Rome: the purpose was to get him to sign a paper with ten theses: these concerned the signer’s own theology, although they were not yet written on the paper. This enterprise was staged as an act of capitulation: Chenu needed to prove his orthodoxy. The thesis given above began the list.2

More than twenty-five years later, on the occasion of Chenu’s seventieth birthday, Cardinal Maurice Feltin (1883–1975), Archbishop of Paris, had the occasion to mention anew this Roman discipline: he singled out Chenu’s obedience towards ecclesiastical authority. Chenu recalled this event later: ‘I was standing, and without thinking much about it, I responded with a certain boldness: “Eminence, my dear Father, the cause was not obedience—for obedience is a virtue of average value. It was because I believed the word of God. The obstacles and mishaps along the path of life are nothing because I believe in Christ and his church.’”3

History’s Conflicts in Theology and Ecclesiastical Politics

Chenu’s reply is courageous and unafraid. The history of that conflict enveloping Chenu, whose beginning it marked, was serious and full of consequences. Over the long subsequent years it made one of the most significant teachers of theology in the twentieth century (as his confreres Yves Congar [1904–1995], Edward Schillebeeckx, and Timothy Radcliffe repeatedly pointed out4) to be seen as a ‘Church outsider’,5 and thereby it marginalised him and his thinking. Jean-Pierre Jossua in an overview of Chenu’s life pointed out that he had never really been rehabilitated by those ecclesiastical authorities.6

Chenu’s personal history of conflict is part of the greater theological controversy that circled around the Nouvelle théologie.7 That phrase, “New Theology,” appeared first in February of 1942 in an article in Osservatore Romano on new tendencies in theology. The author of the piece, a Consultor in the Sanctum Officium and later a Cardinal, Pietro Parente, criticised French variations in theology, directions of French theologians noticed in Rome from 1936 on. (Chenu was named explicitly a ‘new theologian’.8) In the years that followed the phrase negatively employed by Parente’s article came to indicate—in a positive way—this new theological direction.

The new theological movement found its point of departure in France and in the Wallonian area of Belgium.9 The French Dominicans played from the 1920s on a leading role as its protagonists; in the second phase the French Jesuits dominated the new discourse in theology. These activities in theological and pastoral areas, however, were quickly seen by some in a negative way. The basic location of the Dominican contribution to the Nouvelle théologie was the Dominican studium Le Saulchoir. For political reasons that school had been moved from near Paris to the Belgian town of Kain at the French boarder. From here the Friars Preachers addressed the deep fissures of modern society which ultimately showed themselves in basic changes in the way of thinking, not the least in church and theology.

Now too, as historian Bunnenberg sums up:


the theological monopoly of neo-scholasticism, the oppressive style of exercising authority, the rejection of the world, and another topics were discussed and were modified through a tardy encounter with modernity. It is a question of the historicity of knowing, of the structures and activity concerning the right to and the necessity of subjectivity, of the position of the church in society, and of dialogue and openness, for instance, towards other Christian churches but also towards humanist and socialist ideas. Important too were self-criticism, new ways for the pastoral life of the church, the significance and participation in theology and church life by the laity, the renewal of theology, liturgy, and ecclesiastical structures.10



The Dominicans at Le Saulchoir were successful early on in making their theological positions clear. With a basis in the writings of their teachers like Ambroise Gardeil (1859–1931),11 particularly in texts initiating a reform of the curriculum,12 there was the formation in the 1920s of a group of twelve young theologians. They were the core of what was later known as the ‘the school of Le Saulchoir’.

One concrete cause of the history of conflict surrounding Chenu (and thereby also surrounding Le Saulchoir) was a lecture that he gave on March the 7th 1936 as Regent of Studies and Rector of the school. It was to honor the feast of St Thomas Aquinas and was held before the faculty and students of the Dominican Studium. As was customary he introduced his remarks with a Latin quotation from the Gospel according to John (Jn 8:32.): ‘The truth will set you free’.13 Truth is also the motto of the Dominican Order.14 His lecture on that evening sketched ‘a collective self-portrait’15: in other words, a plan and image of Le Saulchoir. He chose for his point of departure the spiritual freedom of Thomas Aquinas. For Chenu this finds its realisation in a Studium that reaches the height of other sciences through a serious contemplation of the truth. Both of these aspects—spirituality and theology—require an engagement in praxis and determine through this triangular relationship, in a basic way, Dominican existence.

Encouraged by the positive reaction to his lecture, Chenu decided to revise and expand his lecture and published it inside the Order in a small book of 128 pages (‘pro manuscripto’), that would make it accessible: Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir. Chenu (I) sketched in it the development of the general studium of the Paris Province of the Dominicans from Saint-Jacques to Le Saulchoir, (II) outlines its cultural spirit and methods, (III) summarises the theology taught there, as well as (IV) its philosophy, and (V) makes both areas visible and concrete through the example of medieval studies.

At the same time, in the 1930s, as the book appeared, the studium of the Dominicans in











Basic Intuitions of Chenu’s Theological Mysticism


Economy of Salvation














Incarnation










Pastoral Theology















Signs of the Times






Contemplation









Conclusion: The Inner Unity of Chenu’s Theology
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