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Foreword

Rev. Joseph Komonchak

Peter Bernardi’s book sets out a controversy that divided Catho-
lics in France in the first three decades of the twentieth century.
At first sight, then, it could appear as of interest only to histori-
ans, who will greet it, I am confident, as an important contribu-
tion to the history of Catholic thought in the last century.

But the controversy analyzed and described addresses is-
sues so basic in importance and so broad in implication that the
work will also be read with profit by others outside of the histor-
ical guild. The controversy was about how the Catholic Church
should respond to the several challenges of a modernity that had
in some of its champions and in many of the areas under con-
sideration almost defined itself by opposition not only to the
Church’s faith, indeed to faith in general, but also to the influ-
ence of religion in the public realms of economics, politics, and
culture. How was the Church to respond?

The question arose in terms of what Bernard Lonergan called
“the turn to the subject” in modern philosophy that in the place
of metaphysics made analysis of human consciousness the start-
ing point and ground of philosophy. Could one begin with Kant
and not end in Kant’s idealism or in some form of subjectivism?
Or was modern philosophy to be dismissed, in the words of one
neo-Thomist, as “the pathology of human reason”?

The question arose also in terms of the claims to autono-
my made by the modern sciences—both the physical sciences
(Naturwissenschaften) and the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften).
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How could a philosophy and a theology constructed largely on the premod-

ern model of science make a case for itself as having something to say to the
understanding of the world and, especially, to the understanding of the hu-
man historical project? To put the question in terms borrowed from Henri de
Lubac: Was theology to be an understanding of the faith, of interest only to
theologians, designed for internal consumption within the Church; or could
it become an understanding of the world in the light of faith?

Finally, the question arose in terms of collective human action—with
what human beings were doing and making with their freedom. Here, too,
the modern world was claiming autonomy, insisting on freedom from reli-
gious and ecclesiastical authority. Were the Catholic doctrines of creation,
original sin, and supernatural redemption dogmas to be accepted simply on
the basis of divine and ecclesiastical authority, or did they have something
essential to say to and about the human beings who in the modern period
had assumed responsibility for themselves and for their individual and col-
lective future? What room was there in the Catholic understanding of sin and
grace for human freedom and autonomy? How was the Church to be an ef-
fective and redemptive force?

Explicitly or implicitly, such questions were the issues debated in the con-
troversy on which this book focuses, between Maurice Blondel and Fr. Pe-
dro Descogs, S.J. The dispute has never been studied as comprehensively and
with as much attention to detail as Peter Bernardi has done. He shows that
the issues were more complex than has commonly been thought and that the
assumption that Blondel was right on all issues largely begs the question and
needs to be challenged. As much as the dispute was a product of its times,
particularly with regard to “social Catholicism,” it retains a relevance for our
own times. In different circumstances and in different terms the competing
positions can be recognized in churchmen and theologians today. Anyone
interested in the questions will benefit greatly from reading this book.
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