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Analogy of Truth: The Sacramental Epistemology of Nouvelle Théologie1

Nouvelle Théologie As Ressourcement of a Sacramental Ontology

The French renewal movement of nouvelle théologie remains, in some ways, an enigma.
Questions remain about what constituted the theological raison d'être of the Jesuits
from Lyon#Fourvière and the Dominicans from Le Saulchoir.2 This enigma is especially
noteworthy considering the influence that the movement has had on Catholic theology,
particularly through the Second Vatican Council. Part of the problem is the fact that
these theologians hardly formed a distinct school of thought.3 Theologians associated
with the Fourvière scholasticate—Henri de Lubac (1896–1991), Jean Daniélou (1905–
74), Henri Bouillard (1908–81), and Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905–88)—as well as
those linked with the Saulchoir studium—Marie#Dominique Chenu (1895–1990) and
Yves Congar (1904–95)—shared common interests, to be sure. But they did not set out
to establish a particular theological system or school. Another reason for the difficulty in
locating these thinkers on the theological map is the remarkably negative assessments
that many of them gave of  (p. 158 ) post#conciliar developments in the Catholic Church.
De Lubac, Daniélou, and Balthasar all expressed themselves negatively—sometimes
sharply so—about the changes after Vatican II, even though these would have been
unthinkable without the impact of nouvelle théologie. Even Congar, although largely
positive about the changes, expressed words of caution at times.4 The establishment,
in 1971, of the journal Communio reflected the growing unease of a number of the
former ‘rebels’.5 It is not easy to identify a group of theologians that hardly formed a
distinct school of thought and who were often reticent about the developments that they
themselves appeared to have put in motion.

It is nonetheless possible to remove some of the enigma surrounding nouvelle théologie.
Although we may not be able to speak of a distinct school of thought, this does not
mean we cannot identify shared theological concerns. And while the reactions of many
of the nouveaux théologiens to post#conciliar changes were indeed remarkable, it is
possible to give a theological explanation for this change in attitude. But the prerequisite
for dealing with nouvelle théologie's enigma is that we deal with these theologians on
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their own terms. It may be tempting to locate nouvelle théologie, historically, between
the Modernist Crisis of the early twentieth century and the theological pluralism of
the post#Vatican II period. The Modernist Crisis, with its turn to historical critical
exegesis (Alfred Loisy (1857–1940)) and to subjective human experience (George Tyrrell
(1861–1909)), was the cause of great upheaval within Catholicism during the first
decade of the twentieth century.6 The movement was condemned in 1907 by Pope Pius
X's decree, Lamentabili Sane Exitu and by his encyclical, Pascendi Dominici Gregis,
in which he unequivocally rejected the agnosticism, immanentism, and relativism
of Modernism, itself the ‘synthesis of all heresies’.7 The freedom of exploration and
the theological pluralism following Vatican II may seem like a belated victory for
the Modernist movement. The ecclesiastical climate between 1907 and 1960 made it
difficult for history and experience to function as theologically meaningful categories.
The condemnation of Modernism ensured that theologians were careful not to give the
impression that they were returning to the ‘historicism’ and  (p. 159 ) ‘subjectivism’ of
the Modernist movement. Nouvelle théologie may thus appear as the one theological
movement during this time period that was not afraid to speak out, as the one exception
to the rule of an overall submission to a climate of fear. Thus, the theological trajectory
would run from Modernism, via nouvelle théologie, to post#conciliar pluralism.

This historical account is not without warrant. It is true that the nouveaux théologiens
were the one major group of scholars that were not afraid to speak up, sometimes at
great personal cost.8 Nouvelle théologie indeed had the same theological opponent
that Modernism had faced: the intellectualism of neo#Thomism which, thanks to Pope
Leo XIII's encyclical, Aeterni Patris (1879), had become the semi#official voice of
Catholicism. This neo#Thomist establishment did suffer its most serious defeat at the
Second Vatican Council, a loss that seems irreversible considering the indebtedness
of Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI to nouvelle théologie.9 And the neo#Thomist
confidence in the ability of discursive reason to access and possess theological truth was
not overly hospitable to the theological pluralism that characterized the years following
the Council. Thus, if one were to describe a history of the decline of neo#Thomism, it
would be quite appropriate to begin with Modernism and move, via nouvelle théologie,
to the Second Vatican Council.

But it is, of course, possible for two quite disparate groups to face the same opponent.
To give a historical account of the demise of neo#Thomism is not the same as to present
a theological discussion of what motivated nouvelle théologie. In particular, the view
of nouvelle théologie as a Modernism redivivus leaves unexplained the enigma of the
remarkable change in attitude of most of the nouveaux théologiens during the post#
Vatican II years. One could perhaps argue that, faced with the consequences of their
thinking, a number of them drew back and adopted a reactionary demeanour. There
might be a psychological explanation for this—many Catholics found the liturgical,
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doctrinal, and social developments difficult to process—but the explanation fails to
convince. That most of the nouveaux théologiens, battle#hardened and seasoned
scholars, would suddenly repudiate the consequences of their own theology seems
unlikely. Indeed, my reading of these theologians has confirmed for me that we need to
look deeper for an adequate interpretation of nouvelle théologie.

We may want to begin with the other factor that renders the movement enigmatic
—the fact that it is not a distinct school of thought. Without wanting to go back on
this assertion, I do believe it is necessary to qualify it. There was,  (p. 160 ) I believe, a
theological sensibility that the nouveaux théologiens shared.10 To get at this shared
sensibility, we may begin with the fact that nouvelle théologie is also known as the
ressourcement movement. The latter term is theologically more substantive, as it points
to the movement's return to the church Fathers and the later medieval tradition—
including, in the case of Bouillard and Chenu, St Thomas Aquinas. This return to the
‘great tradition’ was, in part, an anti#neo#Thomist move. The scholastic approach of
the neo#Thomist manualist tradition worked with a view of theology that assumed
that theological discourse was able to capture adequately and comprehensively the
revealed data in a system of thought by making use of syllogistic argumentation. The
ressourcement of the Church Fathers and the Middle Ages was an attempt to go beyond
such a ‘dialectical’ theological method in favour of a more ‘symbolic’ approach.11 The
ressourcement of St Thomas was intended, at least in part, to show up the inadequacies
of the ‘rationalist’ neo#scholastic interpretation of the Angelic Doctor in favour of a
more ‘poetic’ view of the nature of truth claims.12 This return to the tradition lay at
the very heart of nouvelle théologie, while, by contrast, we look in vain for a similar
ressourcement among the earlier Modernists. Different sensibilities appear to have
characterized the two movements.

Nouvelle théologie was, more than anything else, a return to mystery: created realities
were sacraments (sacramenta) that pointed to and participated in spiritual mysteries
or sacramental realities (res). The nouveaux théologiens looked to the great tradition
—and in particular to the Eastern Church Fathers—to regain this sense of mystery, the
loss of which they blamed partly on the regnant school of neo#Thomism. In the great
tradition they saw an approach to scripture, to tradition, and to the church that was
sacramental in outlook. To recover the mystery of scripture, it was important not to
remain at the literal or historical level, but instead to move on to the various spiritual
levels of interpretation. To appreciate the mystery of the tradition, one had to follow the
Spirit's guidance of the development of the initial faith deposit towards the plenitude of
truth. And to enter into the mystery of the church, one had to partake of the eucharistic
body of Christ, which made present the  (p. 161 ) unity of the ecclesial body of Christ and
so the fullness of Christ himself. Scripture, tradition, and church were mysteries whose
various levels were sacramentally hinged together: the literal to the spiritual sense of
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scripture, the initial deposit to the full flowering of the tradition, and the eucharistic
structure of the church to the unity of its life. In a similar way, all of existence—nature
and the supernatural—was connected by way of an overall sacramental ontology.
People's real lives—and thus history and experience—were God's chosen means to make
himself present. The mystery of God's presence could be known in and through human
history and human experience.

These various ways in which the sacramental ontology of nouvelle théologie unfolded
need not detain us any further.13 I will focus instead on the nature of human discourse,
which nouvelle théologie also regarded as sacramental in character. Human language
was a suitable means to make present the eternal truth of divine mystery—a mystery
which, at the same time, eluded the human grasp. The nouveaux théologiens established
this sacramental view of truth by expanding the traditional Thomist doctrine of ‘analogy
of being’ (analogia entis) from the area of ontology to that of epistemology.14 Just
as one could say that creaturely being participated in God's being, so also creaturely
truth participated in God's truth; at the same time, both divine being and divine truth
infinitely transcended human being and human truth.15

An analogical or sacramental epistemology was bound to cause offence. On the
one hand, an equivocal view of truth claims would take exception to the insistence
that such claims were, in a real sense, adequate, that they truly made present the
divine mystery. This, we could say somewhat anachronistically, was the Modernist
objection to the sacramental view. For George Tyrrell, truth and experience were two
unconnected categories.16 Human experience, which he regarded as revelatory in
character, reached far beyond the theological concepts that surrounded this experience.
Edward Schillebeeckx sums up Tyrrell's view by commenting: ‘The two aspects of the
act of faith—the aspect of experience and the conceptual aspect—were…according to
Tyrrell, completely separate. The conceptual aspect was simply an extrinsic, symbolic,
and pragmatic protection for the real core of faith (the so#called revelation in time
consisting in this conceptual aspect).’17 Tyrrell, in other words, separated  (p. 162 )

religious experience and conceptual truth claims.18 On the other hand, a univocal view
of truth claims would be offended by the relativism that the sacramental approach
seemed to imply. This was the standard neo#Thomist charge against nouvelle théologie.
Several of the neo#Thomists took umbrage at nouvelle théologie's appeal to an ‘analogy
of truth’ (analogia veritatis) and were troubled by the weakened stability of truth claims
that this seemed to imply.19 Réginald Garrigou#Lagrange (1877–1964), in particular—
that ‘sacred monster of Thomism’ as he has been called20—expressed his astonishment
at nouvelle théologie's abandonment of the correspondence theory of truth (adaequatio
rei et intellectus).21 Neo#Thomist conceptualism was much more confident than
nouvelle théologie of the human ability to access truth and to express it in entirely
adequate terms.
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Precursors to Nouvelle ThÉologie's Sacramental Epistemology

Nouvelle théologie's sacramental ontology was profoundly influenced by Maurice
Blondel (1861–1949), Pierre Rousselot (1878–1915), and Joseph Maréchal (1878–
1944). Blondel, a philosopher from Aix#en#Provence, argued in his 1893 dissertation,
L'Action, that although philosophy must take its starting#point in human action,
we could not but be struck by our actions’ inability to reach the ultimate purpose of
their desires. The inner dynamism of our actions could never reach its final goal and
would always remain frustrated  (p. 163 ) and unfulfilled. According to Blondel, human
beings longed for the moment of truth, when their actions would finally correspond
to the mind's ultimate aim. That is to say, the purpose of life lay in the truth of full
correspondence between mind and action. At that point, Blondel made the daring
comment: ‘The abstract and fanciful adæquatio rei et intellectus [correspondence
of reality and intellect] gets replaced by the legitimate methodical investigation, the
adæquatio realis mentis et vitae [real correspondence of mind and life].’22

Pierre Rousselot, another influential figure behind nouvelle théologie, explicitly applied
the doctrine of analogia entis to epistemology. His 1908 Sorbonne dissertation,
L'Intellectualisme de saint Thomas, essentially outlined the various ways in which
discursive reasoning was, for Thomas, a deficient and imperfect mode of arriving
at intellectual knowledge.23 The instruments of human reason—concepts, sciences,
systems, and symbols—were means by which the intellect tried to deal with its own
deficiencies.24 These instruments of reason were merely ‘substitutes’ for pure ideas.25

With regard to concepts, Rousselot took his starting#point in the Thomist doctrine
of analogy.26 This doctrine should induce in us conceptual humility: ‘No notion is
truly common to God and creature, so no notion is attributed to God as is.’27 Thomas,
explained Rousselot, had recognized that human concepts were unable to grasp the
essence of a material object's individual particularity, so that the human intellect was
forced to impose general concepts on particular objects.28 For example, while people
might rightly use the general concept of humanitas to describe both Socrates and
Plato, the human intellect was unable to describe the true essence of Socrates and Plato
individually. Strict correspondence between intellect and object remained elusive in this
life. Drawing on this interpretation of Thomas, Rousselot himself went a step further
and concluded that all human knowledge—not just knowledge of God and of angels—
remained analogical in character.29

The approach of Joseph Maréchal, a philosopher from Louvain, was similar to that
of Blondel and Rousselot. Maréchal was convinced that the human intellect could
not, in totalizing fashion, grasp the essence of God. For Maréchal, the doctrine of
analogy meant that one could only come to know  (p. 164 ) God by means of material
objects and hence in very inadequate ways. St Thomas had stated that the divine names
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‘do say what God is; they are predicated of him in the category of substance, but fail
to represent adequately what he is’.30 Maréchal, in the fifth volume of Le Point de
départ de la métaphysique (1926), concluded from this that one had to distinguish
between affirmations and representations. One has to do justice both to the fact that
the names of God did signify the divine substance itself and to the fact that the names
of God nonetheless fell short in their representation of him. Thus, said Maréchal,
the ‘signification of those divine attributes, that is to say, the objective value that the
affirmation confers on them in its judgement, relies on a conceptual “representation”
that is very inadequate, because it is borrowed from our experience of creatures’.31

Human representations were linked to material objects and so could never get beyond
analogical predication.

The epistemology of Blondel, Rousselot, and Maréchal limited the absolute character of
human truth claims. Blondel did so by starting with human action and by relating the
nature of truth directly to human experience. Rousselot went about it by downplaying
the ability of discursive reasoning. And Maréchal did it by insisting on a distinction—
allegedly going back to Thomas himself—between affirmations and representations.
All three assigned much greater importance to temporal history and human experience
than neo#Thomism had done. The impact that their affirmation of history and
experience had on nouvelle théologie might seem to give credence to an interpretation
of nouvelle théologie as a second Modernist stage. Before drawing premature
conclusions, however, I want to turn to some of the proponents of nouvelle théologie
themselves—to Henri Bouillard, Marie#Dominique Chenu, Louis Charlier, and Hans
Urs von Balthasar—since they all made reference to the analogous character of truth,
sometimes in direct dependence on Blondel, Rousselot, and Maréchal.

Nouvelle ThÉologie and the Analogy of truth

The character of truth was an issue that featured particularly in discussions surrounding
doctrinal development. The neo#Thomist ‘logical’ theory limited  (p. 165 ) doctrinal
development to conclusions correctly drawn either from the revealed deposit or from
already existing Catholic doctrine.32 Nouvelle théologie, drawing particularly on
the Tübingen school of Johann Adam Möhler (1796–1838) and Johann Evangelist
Kuhn (1806–87), took a ‘theological’ approach to doctrinal development, according to
which doctrine organically developed from the initial Christological deposit of faith.33

Christian doctrine and, therefore, theological truth systems, developed over time
through the guidance of the Spirit and the decisions of the magisterium.

Marie#Dominique Chenu, in his 1937 Une école de théologie: Le Saulchoir, dealt
both with the nature of theology and the implications for doctrinal development.34 He
appealed to the Tübingen school for his anti#intellectualist take on theology, and he
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was obviously apprehensive of the ‘autonomous’ logic of systematic constructs and of
appeals to a ‘catalogue of propositions filed in some Denzinger’.35 For Chenu, doctrinal
development was the application of the basic sacramental principle that one could only
know God in a human manner (modum cognoscentis) and that the word of God came to
us in human words:

If the economy of revelation develops in time, if therefore faith finds its
authentic expression in statements that are connected to history, the
particular instance—which is all it is—of development of doctrine to
the interiority of the new economy, in the life of the Church, does not
worry the theologian: it is normal, and here the law of the Incarnation
becomes manifest.36

Chenu recognized that these comments opened the door to a degree of relativism.37 But,
he maintained, it was merely the relativism inherent in the nature of human language.
Chenu used the doctrine of analogy to insist both on the truthfulness of human
discourse and on its inadequacy. Appealing to his renowned predecessor, Ambroise
Gardeil (1859–1931), Chenu insisted on the ‘doctrine of analogical knowledge’: ‘With
such a radical source of relativity, the historical contingencies and psychological
complexities of dogmatic formulas can be considered in a level#headed way.’38

(p. 166 ) A year later, Louis Charlier, a Dominican theologian from Louvain, published
his Essai sur le problème théologique.39 For Charlier, too, the sacramental character of
doctrinal development showed up in the fact that theological language was analogical
in character. According to Charlier, one should look at the revealed deposit (donné
révélé) not just from a ‘conceptual’ angle, but also from a ‘real’ point of view. Theology,
which was faith in action,40 had the task of moving through concepts and formulas
in order to reach the reality (res) of faith.41 Since the church, according to Charlier,
was an ‘integral part of the mystery of Christ’, there could be ‘real development’ and
‘real progress’, for the growth of the church went accompanied by growth of the entire
mystery of God.42 Like Chenu, Charlier used the doctrine of analogy to insist both on the
truthfulness of human discourse and on its inadequacy. The former accounted for the
similarity, while the latter expressed the infinite dissimilarity between human language
and the eternal reality (res) to which it referred. ‘Here below’, Charlier maintained, ‘God
“informs” our spirit of the revealed deposit through the intervention of human words:
authentic and official notification, sealed by God in certain signs of the given reality;
true expression, undoubtedly, but inadequate to the reality which it can only translate
analogically.’43 Human language was sacramental in character, and the doctrine of
analogy was for Charlier the way to express this sacramental understanding of truth.44

On this view, the intellect could never claim to grasp the fullness of divine truth. To
discern the magisterium's role, therefore, ‘Denzinger does not suffice’.45 The logical
view of doctrinal development went wrong by ignoring the ‘relativism of the analogy of
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knowledge and the historical relativism of temporal conditions’.46 As a result, Charlier
insisted on appropriately valuing the ‘human contingencies’ of particular time periods,
which shaped the ‘formulation’ of Christian thought.47 In short, also for Charlier, the
doctrine of analogy underpinned his epistemology.

The publication in 1944 of Henri Bouillard's Conversion et grâce chez S. Thomas
d'Aquin became the occasion for sharp debate, involving a number of the Fourvière
faculty.48 Bouillard's book was controversial because of its  (p. 167 ) historical approach
to Thomas’s theology, which seemed to his opponents simply a way to circumvent
the Angelic doctor's authority.49 When Bouillard seemed to question Thomas’s
understanding of transubstantiation and of elevating grace, this appeared to the neo#
Thomists to be the beginning of the slippery slope of Bouillard's relativism, which was at
bottom a return to Modernism.50

Underlying Bouillard's alleged relativism was his understanding of truth. Bouillard
insisted that it was ‘the law of the Incarnation’ that permanent divine truth was only
accessible by way of contingent human notions.51 Well aware that this might cause the
neo#Thomists to accuse him of relativism, Bouillard clarified by making a distinction
between the absolute character of affirmations, on the one hand, and the contingent or
relative character of human notions or representations, on the other hand:

History thus manifests at the same time the relativity of notions, of
schemes in which theology takes shape, and the permanent affirmation
that governs them. It is necessary to know the temporal condition of
theology and, at the same time, to offer with regard to the faith the
absolute affirmation, the divine Word that has become incarnate.52

Thus, by adopting Maréchal's distinction between affirmations and representations,
Bouillard insisted both on the absolute character of eternal affirmations and on the
relativity of historically contingent theological representations and systems through
which these affirmations came to expression. Bouillard wanted to safeguard the validity
and significance of both.53

Bouillard was no doubt pleased to encounter the link between the doctrine of analogy
and the nature of the truth claims of Christian doctrine in Jean#Marie Le Blond's
1947 defence on his behalf, in an essay entitled ‘L'Analogie de  (p. 168 ) la vérité’ (‘The
Analogy of Truth’).54 This essay provides an interesting entry into the issues at stake in
the debate surrounding nouvelle théologie. While Le Blond judiciously did not name
any of the antagonists by name, he made an obvious reference to the difficulties in
which Bouillard found himself. Le Blond posited a link between the doctrine of analogy
of being and the notion of analogy of truth, a link he believed ought to ‘make people
guard against hasty judgements and summary condemnations’.55 Le Blond made
the case that if one accepted an analogy of proportionality between names applied to
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God and to human beings, then such an analogy should apply not just to the concept
of being, but also to the transcendentals of truth, goodness, and unity, since these
transcendentals were ‘basically being itself in its relationship to intelligence, appetite,
and self#possession’.56 The result of this identification of truth, goodness, and unity
with being itself was that the doctrine of analogy applied to all of them: ‘The thesis of
the analogy of truth is, in effect, no less compelling than that of the analogy of being.
The truth is not univocal; there is, shall we say, a subsistent truth that is absolute, which
is God himself in his simplicity, God as he knows himself and knows in himself all
things.’57 All other truths, the Rector of the House of Philosophy at Mongré concluded,
had to be ‘complex and deficient’, just as all human beings were complex and deficient.

By insisting on an ‘analogy of truth’, Le Blond posited a similarity between ontology
and revelation. In both cases, simplicity and fullness could be found only in God.
Human being and human truth were only analogous being and analogous truth.
This allowed theological statements to share in the truth, since they manifested ‘a
tendency to the absolute’.58 Le Blond's distinction between absolute, simple truth and
contingent, complex truths echoed Bouillard's differentiation between affirmations and
representations:

This position of the absolute, which precisely gives our true affirmations
their own character, accounts for the form of our knowledge, in
an affirmation that reaches the infinite and for which the various
representations supply the limiting matter; the latter unveils the ideal
and the domain of the spirit in this fundamental, implicit affirmation of
the absolute, which supports all its acts.59

(p. 169 ) Le Blond's essay placed Bouillard's terminology of ‘affirmation’ and
‘representation’ within the context of a Thomist doctrine of analogy, which included not
just analogy of being but also analogy of truth. And Le Blond did not shy away from the
consequences: even the Thomist synthesis itself could not ‘be equal to the subsistent
Truth, and cash in all [its] riches’.60 The implication of Le Blond's analysis was, of
course, that if one were to make the mistake of identifying the truth with a particular
historical theological synthesis, one would fall into the trap of univocity, mistaking
limited, historical representations for eternal, absolute affirmations.61

In 1947, Hans Urs von Balthasar entered on a discussion of ‘Truth as Participation’
in his book, Wahrheit der Welt.62 Balthasar, too, referred to the doctrine of analogia
entis as a way to introduce an ‘analogy of truth’. The Thomist view of a ‘real distinction’
among creatures between essence and existence had been the basis for the doctrine
of analogy of being and for a participatory ontology. Balthasar argued that this ‘real
distinction’ was applicable not just to ontology but also to epistemology. It was equally
necessary to make a real distinction between essential and existential truth:
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If the identification of essence and existence is impossible in creatures,
then the coincidence of existential and essential truth must be equally
impossible. This inference is so simple and evident that one has to
wonder why the philosophical systems based on the realis distinctio in
creaturely being are not equally radical in considering creaturely truth
in terms of this distinction.63

Balthasar, like the other proponents of nouvelle théologie, moved from analogy of being
to analogy of truth.

Balthasar was, of course, well aware of the consequences of his ‘analogy of truth’. As a
result, he argued for a sacramental understanding of human truth claims. On the one
hand, he did not shy away from asserting the provisional and dialogical character of
human truth claims. The tension between essence and existence within human truth
claims, asserted Balthasar, ‘rules out precisely the sort of systematization that has
not been opened up to the historical varieties in which truth unfolds in the course of
tradition…’64 With this unveiled jab at neo#Thomism and other rationalist approaches
to doctrine,  (p. 170 ) Balthasar insisted that worldly truth was just as mutable as worldly
being.65 Human propositions and truth systems could be related ‘in thousands of
ways, with myriads of overlappings, affinities, and derivations’.66 On the other hand,
none of this should paralyse the truth seeker, for the doctrine of analogy meant that
that ‘individual, partial truths’ really did contain truth.67 The human mind was not
‘shut up in finitude’. The very recognition of the relative character of human truth
implied that our relative truths participated in the greater truth of God: ‘To perceive the
limit of worldly truth means to apprehend concomitantly and tacitly what lies beyond
it.’68 Thus, Balthasar believed that an analogical understanding of truth avoided both
neo#Thomist rationalism and what he called ‘vitalist’ irrationalism.69 The reason for
Balthasar's relative confidence was his sacramental understanding of human truth
claims, with creaturely intelligence bearing ‘an intrinsic impress and seal of God's
infinite truth’.70

Conclusion

The approach of nouvelle théologie was not so much a via media as an attempt to
connect—in sacramental or analogical fashion—what had been separated by Modernists
and neo#Thomists alike. From the perspective of nouvelle théologie's sacramental
ontology, both Modernist equivocity and neo#Thomist univocity failed to recognize
the sacramental character of human discourse.71 The former erred through its meagre,
symbolic view, which lost sight of the actual presence of the divine mystery in human
language. The latter went astray by its massive insistence on real presence, forgetting
the spiritual character of human speech and the infinite mystery of divine truth which

http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy


Page 11 of 17 Analogy of Truth: The Sacramental Epistemology of
Nouvelle Théologie1

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2011.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University
of British Columbia; date: 08 February 2012

human discourse aimed to make present. Using the influential terminology of Maurice
Blondel, we could say that the Modernists fell into a ‘historicist’ understanding of truth
—where the reach of truth claims was entirely relative and unable to transcend the
limits of human history and experience; while the  (p. 171 ) neo#Thomists lapsed into an
‘extrinsicist’ view of truth—where conceptual truth claims were absolute in nature and
unconnected to human history and experience.72 Thus, the way to resolve the enigma of
nouvelle théologie is not to place it on the historical trajectory from Modernism to post#
conciliar pluralism. Rather, by grounding itself in the traditional doctrine of analogy,
nouvelle théologie presented a sacramental epistemology that offered to the modern
world a theological recovery of mystery.

Notes:

(1) I am grateful to the Association of Theological Schools and the Henry Luce
Foundation for appointing me as Henry Luce III Fellow in Theology for 2007–8, which
has allowed me to use a year#long sabbatical to reflect on the sacramental ontology
of nouvelle théologie. I very much appreciate the comments of my colleague, Bruce
Hindmarsh, on an earlier draft of this essay.

(2) The nouvelle théologie movement is usually identified by these two theological
training centres, though we may want to include the Louvain theologians, René Draguet
(1896–1980) and Louis Charlier (1898–1981). Cf. Robert Guelluy, ‘Les Antécédents de
l'encyclique “Humani Generis” dans les sanctions Romaines de 1942: Chenu, Charlier,
Draguet”, Revue d'histoire ecclésiastique, 81 (1986), 421–97.

(3) The theologians involved wanted to return to the sensibilities of the great tradition
rather than start a new school of thought. The very term ‘nouvelle théologie’ was one
that they generally disavowed. I adopt it simply because of its common academic usage.

(4) Cf. Jean Puyo (ed.), Jean Puyo interroge le Père Congar: ‘Une vie pour la vérité’, Les
Interviews (Paris: Centurion, 1975), 156–60.

(5) Although de Lubac was one of the founders of Concilium in 1965, he broke with it in
order to join Hans Urs von Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger in setting up the Communio
journal in 1972.

(6) Cf. Gabriel Daly, Transcendence and Immanence: A Study in Catholic Modernism
and Integralism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980); Pierre Colin, L'Audace et le soupçon:
La Crise du modernisme dans le catholicisme français 1893–1914 (Paris: Desclée de
Brouwer, 1997).
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(7) Pius X, Syllabus condemning the Errors of the Modernists (3rd July 1907),
ASS xl (1907), 470–8. ET available at #http://www.papalencyclicals.net/Pius10/
p10lamen.htm#. Pascendi Dominici Gregis. Encyclical Letter on the Doctrines of the
Modernists (8 September 1907), ASS xl (1907), 593–650, (632), §39. ET available
at #http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_x/encyclicals/documents/hf_p#
x_enc_19070908_pascendi#dominici#gregis_en.htm#.

(8) For a historical account of the controversies, as well as for further literature, see
Hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), Ch. 1.

(9) For a discussion of Ratzinger/Benedict XVI as a ressourcement theologian, see the
chapter by Lewis Ayres, Patricia Kelly and Thomas Humphries in this volume.
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Baker Academic, 2005), 63–70.
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the Church in the Middle Ages: Historical Survey, trans. Gemma Simmonds with
Richard Price and Christopher Stephens (eds.), Laurence Paul Hemming and Susan
Frank Parsons (London: SCM, 2006), 221–47.

(12) I am thinking here of Pierre Rousselot's interpretation of Thomas, arguing that for
Thomas, theology functioned like ‘a logical poem, better at charming someone who
already believes than useful for controversy’; see Intelligence: Sense of Being, Faculty
of God, trans. and ed., Andrew Tallon, Marquette Studies in Philosophy, 16 (Milwaukee
WI: Marquette University Press, 1998), 130.

(13) See Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology, passim.

( 14 ) Agnès Desmazières, ‘La “nouvelle théologie”, prémisse d'une théologie
herméneutique? La controverse sur l'analogie de la vérité (1946–1949)’, RevTh, 104
(2004), 241–72.

(15) Cf. the statement of the Fourth Lateran Council that ‘between the Creator and the
creature so great a likeness cannot be noted without the necessity of noting a greater
dissimilarity between them’, DS § 806.

(16) See especially George Tyrrell (alias Hilaire Bourdon), L'Église et l'avenir (1903);
George Tyrrell, Through Scylla and Charybdis; or, The Old Theology and the New
(London: Longmans, Green, 1907).
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Nichols, From Newman to Congar: The Idea of Doctrinal Development from the
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Berruti, 1947), 328–9, n. 2; Reality: A Synthesis of Thomistic Thought, trans. Patrick
Cummins (St Louis MO: Herder, 1950), 381. Cf. Étienne Fouilloux, Une Église en quête
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