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HISTORY AND FAITH IN THETHOUGHT OF ALAN RICHARDSON by John Navone S.J. SCM Press.

London 1966. pp. 161. 30s.

The ultimate theological problem of the
nineteenth-century Church, Catholic or Protes-
tant, was that of the relation between Christian
certainty and the inevitable failure of historical
inquiry ever to produce results which are more
than probable. The very nature of the problem
ensured that in future years an understanding
of history and the historical would influence or*
determine the attitude adopted towards the
nature of Christianity. Any discussion on this
subject is of immediate interest to all Christians.
Consequently this sympathetic and under-
standing study by an American Jesuit of the
work of Professor Richardson must be welcomed.

Navone begins with an outline of the theo-
logical context of Richardson’s writings and also
briefly mentions some of the historians who
have influenced him. The central discussion, of
course, is concerned with Richardson’s concept
of historical thinking and his apologetic use of
history in favour of biblical revelation. The
author concludes with his own critique of this
apologetic approach.

The understanding of historical evidence
constitutes the essence of history for Richardson.
The historical signs of Christ cannot be recog-
nised without faith but cannot be denied to be
historical in the way that any interpretation of
historical evidence is historical. History cannot
compel us to believe that Christ is God but does
compel us to believe that it is credible. The
existing Church is the primary historical
evidence; the visible, credible, historical sign of a
rational motive for belief in the resurrection. As
Navone points out, Richardson therefore
obscures his thought by claiming that an
interpretation of the evidence in favour of the

resurrection on a gtrictly critical basis, would
lead to the conclusion that the Church came into
existence ‘historically speaking’ as a result of
Christ’s resurrection.

But Navone does not go far enough. Christians
have traditionally been concerned with the
objective reality of certain ‘supernatural’ or
unique but historical facts, and -not with the
subjective attitude adopted towards them as a
result of an historical understanding of the
existing evidence. Although history could
‘disprove’ Christianity in the sense that it could
show, at least in theory, that certain events did
not happen, history itsclf could not attain wie es
eigentlich gewesen, in this case, the theological-
historical facts which are the basis of faith.

The difficulty is to decide what reason
prescribes and what faith might legitimately
endorse, Can faith confirm the historically
doubtful or finally settle the historicity of a
particular event ? Faith can raise the degree of
probability or make an act of belief possible,
but this is not equivalent to conclusive proof
and goes beyond the factual evidence. Faith
makes miracles credible, for example, without
removing the doubt which remains after
historical research, an element of uncertainty
which is personal as history is personal.

Although no substitute for Richardson’s own
writings, Navone does provide a useful summary.
He does not, however, furnish the truly critical
assessment which might be expected. One might
also ask if it was really necessary to use the same
author, to make the same point, in practically
the same words, on two successive pages,
(pp. 29 and 30).

I DERHK HOLMES

LA VIERGE AU CONCILE by René Laurentin. Paris. P. Lethielleux, 13,90 F.

In expounding the teaching of Vatican II on
the blessed Virgin, Canon Laurentin succeeds
in telling us a great deal about the nature of the
church as well. This is the importance of the
introductory chapter with which he prefaces his
explicitly theological commentary on the final
chapter of De Ecclesia. We are told, with some
amusing details, of the heated argument which
the marian debate aroused. But this is much
more than an addition to the kremlinology of
Vatican I1. Laurentin takes us beyond personali-
ties and commonplaces about mediterranean
temperaments to see the different theological
tendencies which confronted each other in the

debate on whether the council’s teaching on
our Lady should be included in the constitution
on the church, and whether or not there should
be a new dogmatic definition about the blessed
Virgin.

The first heated debate showed the bishops
almost evenly divided on the first question, and
the resulting text is something of a compromise.
It wasagreat iQﬁrovcmcnt on the text originally
submitted to the council, which Laurentin
describes as ’un simple effort de collation des
encycliques’, and so far one might be justified
in talking of a victory for the progressives. But
it explicitly refrains from pronouncing on dis-
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puted questions, and even gives a mention to a
whole string of the titles which aroused such
passion. The compromise was by no means
sterile, and it was probably fortunate that the
council turned away from a preoccupation with
titles and formulae to an outline of the scriptural
and patristic basic of roman teaching on Mary.
Here Laurentin’s position as a peritus and his
knowledge of marian theology enable him to
pick out features of the text which might other-
wise have gone unnoticed. He remarks on the
delicacy with which the scriptural data are
handled in this area of subtle and unobvious
exegesis, and on the council’s refusal to enlist
the Greek Fathers in support of modern roman
formulations.

The dominant theme of the chapter is the
motherhood of Mary, in which the council
refers ‘any saving influence of the blessed
Virgin on men’ to the gospel narrative of her
part in the life of Christ. It insists that Mary’s
participation in the saving work of Christ is
grounded in ‘her obedience, faith, hope and
burning love’ and in a bold paragraph suggests
that her ‘mediation’ is to be understood on the
lines of the participation which all Christiang
have in the priesthood of Christ (§62, para 2).
Laurentin points out how the council has taken
up the patristic emphasis on Mary’s faith and so
avoided the oversimplification of the subtle
patristic doctrine which places exclusive em-
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phasis on Mary’s physical maternity (‘Mother of
Christ, therefore our mother’) and alienates
other Christians. Other notable features of this
excellent theological exposition are the author’s
brief remarks on the definition of the assumption
(pp. 109-10), his analysis of the concept of
mediation in its applicability to Mary (pp. 115-
24), and the whole of his last chapter on the
motherhood of Mary.

The limitations one feels in Laurentin’s work
are also the inevitable limitations of the
council’s achievement. The fine statement that
devotion to the blessed Virgin ‘in no way
detracts from or adds to the dignity and efficacy
of Christ’s sole Mediation’ sounds less impressive
at Lourdes or at the normal May procession.
The council wisely limited its remarks on
devotion to our Lady to a few general principles.
The assimilation of its teaching into the lives of
Christian people is inevitably bound up with the
implementations of its recommendations on the
reform of the liturgy and the training of the
clergy, and in all this the council could only
provide the initial impulse. Canon Laurentin
has however given us a valuable theological
foundation for further study or pastoral work,
and it is hardly his fault that the usefulness of his
book is lessened by the absence of an index.
Perhaps a future English publisher will make
good the omission.

FRANCIS MCDONAGH

ST. THOMAS AQUINAS: SUMMA THEOLOGIAE. Vol. XXViil: Law and Political Theory (lallae
xc-xcvii), Thomas Gilby,O.P., pp. xxiv + 206, 42s.; Vol XXXIII: Hope (l1allae xvii-xxii), William J.
Hill, O.P., pp. xx + 206, 42s.; Vol. XLVI: Action and Contemplation (llallae clxxix-clxxxii). Jordan
Aumann, O.P., 35s. Blackfriars . London: Eyre and Spottiswoode ; New York : McGraw-Hill.

All these three volumes of the Summa deal with
questions of contemporary interest and the
translators have skilfully brought out their
relevancein their Introductions and Appendices.
Fr Gilby, whose rendering has the raciness that
would be expected of him, luminously situates
the treatise on Law in the political and legal
context of the thirteenth century, while showing
its bearing on the problems of our own time;
specially valuable is his appendix on Natural
Law. Fr Hill, in the nine appendices which he
contributes to the treatise on the theological
virtue of Hope, writes in a thoroughly modern
and ecumenical spirit; his quotation from
John Baillie, his references to Gabriel Marcel,
Schnackenburg and Vorgrimler, his charitable

interpretation of Luther and his remarks about
the ‘“Theatre of the Absurd’ shows his sensitive-
ness to present-day thought and attitudes. His
historical discussion, which ranges from second-
century Millenarianism via Origen, Augustine,
Benedict XII to Luther, Jansenism and Quict-
ism, is specially deserving of mention. Fr
Aumann’s volume, which is concerned not with
the various forms of the religious life, but with
the parts played by action and contempla-
tion in the life of the Christian man or woman as
such, contains much that bears on the problem
of twentieth-century lay spirituality, In his
appendices he deals with the general question
of the relation of action to contemplation, the
historical background of St Thomas's own
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