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The Gatholic intel
Tradition

Where is it today?

By Richard M. Liddy

hen I was a young student in the 1950s
I came across a book entitled 7he
Wisdom of Catholicism. 1 liked it very
much and bought a copy as a present
for my parents. It was edited by Anton
Pegis of the Medieval Institute in
Toronto and contained selections from
“the Catholic classics:” from Augustine’s Confessions and the
City of God as well as from Thomas Aquinas’ Summde,
Dante’s Divine Comedy, the Imitation of Christ, Theresa of
Avila’s Interior Castle, John of the Cross Ascent of Mount
Carmel, Blaise Pascal’'s Pensées and John Henry Newman's
Apologia pro vita sua. There were also more recent selec-
tions: papal encyclicals on Christian philosophy and on the
reconstruction of the social order as well as literary pieces,
such as Charles Péguy’s Vision of Prayer, Paul Claudel's The
Satin Slipper, and selections from Hilaire Belloc, GK.
Chesterton, Christopher Dawson, Sigrid Undset, Etienne
Gilson, and Jacques Maritain. At the time it provided evi-
dence for me of the superior wisdom of Catholicism. It was
a wisdom achieved in the past and ours was basically the
job of appropriating it and passing it on.

In recent years there has again been much talk about
“the Catholic intellectual tradition” — often in relation to
Catholic Studies programs — and I ask myself what dif-
ference there is between “the wisdom of Catholicism” as
I conceived of it in the 1950s and as I look on it today.
In this article T would like to: 1) focus on the problem of
an inadequate, often classicist, conception of the Catholic
intellectual tradition and contrast it with a more dynam-
ic, historically conscious, understanding; 2) link the
Catholic intellectual tradition to the person of Christ, the
incarnate carrier of meaning; 3) trace the trajectory of the
carriers of the meaning of Christ from symbols — such
as the bread and wine of the Eucharist — to the doc-
trines taught in the councils of the Church and the the-
ologies that help us understand God's Word; and 4) high-
light the present orientation of the Catholic intellectual
tradition to be communicated to all peoples and all areas
of culture.
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1. HISTORICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

The historian, Eric Voegelin, wrote of “the hardening
of the symbols,” that is, the cultural process whereby an
authentic tradition becomes disconnected from its roots
in authentic living. Bernard Lonergan has referred to one
version of this as “classicism,” that is, an a-historical
mode of thinking in which “all the answers are in the
book,” that is, somewhere in Thomas Aquinas or the
Code of Canon Law or books and manuals that summa-
rize all of the above. Somewhere you can find all the
answers, a well-defined “block”™ of knowledge.

On the other hand, there is a more contemporary
view of the Catholic intellectual tradition, not merely as an
achievement completed in the past, but rather as a living
tradition affecting diverse cultures and challenging per-
sons to do in our day what that tradition at its best accom-
plished in cultures gone by. For the Catholic intellectual
tradition is not a pile of books or writings “out there” — it
is not some “thing;” it is rather a living meaning, very alive
to some, less alive, perhaps even dead, to others.

In his EHssay on the Development of Christian
Doctrine, John Henry Newman wrote that the authentic-

ity of a tradition — he called it “a living idea” — bore fruit
in its “power of assimilation:” that is, its power to enter
into various cultures and to assimilate the best elements
of those cultures into its own self-expression. Such
“inculturation” is the ability of Christianity to be truly and
authentically Christianity while being at the same time
truly and authentically Japanese, African, American, or
whatever. The Catholic intellectual tradition is not a
closed “canon” of Western works only. For many,
Shusaku Endo’s The Silence has become a classic of the
Catholic intellectual tradition from the world of Japanese
Catholicism. And Vincent Donovan's Christianity
Rediscovered appeals for respect for the native patterns
of East African cultural life — in terms of which alone the
Gospel message can there be proclaimed.

Consequently, if the Christian message is to be com-
municated to all nations, preachers and teachers need to
enlarge their horizons to include an accurate understanding
of the culture and language of the people they address.

They must grasp the resources of that culture and

that language, and they must use those resources

creatively so that the Christian message becomes,

Conversations



Statue of St. Ignatius, St. Joseph's University.

not disruptive of the culture, not an alien patch
superimposed upon it, but a line of development
within the culture. (Bernard Lonergan, Method in
Theology, 362)

2. CHRIST AS INCARNATE MEANING

Cardinal André Vingt-Trois, the Archbishop of Paris,
recently remarked to a journalist: “Just because
Christianity is two thousand doesn’t mean it's old.” And
then he added:

Becoming Christian means adhering to Someone

who is not a cultural object. Christ has certainly

been carried by the cul-
ture called Christian, but
is not about that, it's
about the person of Jesus.
(Commonweal, Nov, 7,
2008, 14)

But what does this
mean: that the person of
Jesus is the meaning of the
Christian tradition? One way
to think about this is to
reflect on the way a tradition
is carried — from one person
to another, from one genera-
tion to another. Lonergan in
his Method in Theology writes
of various “carriers of mean-
ing:” intersubjectivity, art,
symbols, language and, final-
ly “incarnate meaning.” For
meaning passes from one
person to another through
our very intersubjectivity, our
very presence to each other.
We communicate with one
another by every gesture,
frown, facial movement,
smile. Certainly, Christ com-
municated through his very
presence: there was “some-
thing” about him: he spoke
“with authority.”

Art is another very
concrete carrier of meaning:
the patterns in musical
sounds communicate deep
feelings; so also do the forms
and colors of a painting.
Christ encouraged people to
pay attention to their experi-
ence: “Look at the birds of
the air and the lilies of the
fields!” So also do symbols
communicate meaning: they are images that concretely
evoke feelings or are evoked by feelings. A young man
gives a ring to his beloved; the ring means everything to
her. Jesus took bread and broke it and gave it to his dis-
ciples to eat. He physically touched those who were ill.
The symbols he left us “speak.”

But by far the most obvious carrier of meaning is
language. These seemingly inconsequential sounds or
marks on paper have meaning. They have the meanings
constituted by the understanding, judgments and deci-
sions of people in very concrete situations. So Jesus told
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