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BERNARD LONERGAN AND THE FUNCTIONS OF 
SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 

ROBERT M. DORAN, S.J. 

[Editor's note: The author affirms Lonergan's notion of the prin­
cipal function of systematics as an understanding of the mys­
teries of faith, but maintains that his development of method in 
terms of functional specialties calls for emphasis on other func­
tions and aspects as well. Seven areas of developments are sug­
gested, all regarding elements already given at least marginal 
acknowledgment by Lonergan but, it is claimed, not sufficiently 
emphasized in his work. The suggested development includes a 
vision of the future of the discipline.] 

THIS STUDY RESULTS from a long period of reflection on Bernard Lon­
ergan's notion of systematic theology. In the mid-1970s I taught a 

graduate seminar at Marquette University on Lonergan's Method in 
Theology.1 In the course of that semester I began to believe that the 
conception of theology in terms of the functional specialization of the 
operations that theologians perform requires that more be said about 
systematic theology than is presented in the book's chapter on system­
atics. There is something about the dynamic movement of the process 
from data to results that comes to a temporary halt in that chapter, 
only to resume briefly in the seminal final chapter, "Communications." 
It is as if at this point Lonergan succumbed to a mentality that he 
really wished to overcome. This evaluation is similar to Lonergan's 
own judgment about Chapter 19 of his earlier work, Insight.2 The 
position of Chapter 19, on the philosophy of God, is one that he con­
tinued to maintain; but he found fault with the context in which he had 
raised the issues, and he relocated the question so as to place it 
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squarely in the center of his concrete explorations not only of the exi­
gences of intelligent and reasonable intentionality but also of religious 
experience.3 So it is also with Chapter 13 of Method in Theology: what 
the chapter does say is not to be contradicted, but it does not say 
enough, and the dynamic context of the movement of collaborative 
creativity that the entire book is devoted to promoting seems to be 
suddenly and unexpectedly interrupted. 

The present reflections are driven by the questions that followed 
upon that discovery. They have been assembled at various intervals in 
the intervening two-and-a-half decades. Further study of Lonergan's 
notion of systematics, further teaching of his major texts (principally in 
graduate courses and seminars at Regis College in Toronto), and the 
editing of some volumes in his Collected Works have all influenced the 
proposals offered here. 

Again, I have no quarrel with what Lonergan does say about sys­
tematics. To the contrary, I have come to a greater appreciation of just 
how important his emphases are. Four items in particular are of cru­
cial importance. 

The first is the insistence that the principal function of systematics, 
around which its other functions are assembled, is the hypothetical, 
imperfect, analogical, and gradually developing understanding of mys­
teries of faith that are already affirmed on other grounds than system­
atic argumentation.4 

The second is the recommendation that systematic theologians take 
as their core or central problems those mysteries that have been de­
fined in dogmatic pronouncements of the Church, and especially the 
mysteries of the Trinity, the hypostatic union, and grace. 

The third is the proposal that systematic understanding proceeds, as 

3 See Bernard Lonergan, Philosophy of God, and Theology (Philadelphia: Westmin­
ster, 1973). 

4 A recent example of the oversight of understanding and the consequent confusion of 
the tasks tha t Lonergan assigns to the distinct functional specialties "doctrines" and 
"systematics" is found in Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, t rans. Geof­
frey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991). See especially chap. 1, and note its 
title: "The Truth of Christian Doctrine as the Theme of Systematic Theology." For Lon­
ergan, systematic theology is concerned principally not with the t ru th of doctrine but 
with the synthetic understanding of doctrines already affirmed to be true. The two 
theologians, of course, have different notions of t ruth. Lonergan's is a critical-realist 
version of the correspondence theory of t ru th (adequatio intellectus et rei), while Pan-
nenberg's notion is clearly idealist: "The systematic investigation and presentation itself 
entails also a very specific understanding of t ruth, namely, truth as coherence, as the 
mutual agreement of all tha t is t rue" (ibid. 21). Again, "coherence is . . . the basic thing 
in the concept of t ruth . The aspect of judgment—correspondence of judgment and fact— 
and the consensus of those who judge are then a derived element in the concept of t ruth" 
(ibid. 53). In Lonergan's terms, the "basic thing" about t ru th is found for Pannenberg on 
the second, ra ther than the third, level of consciousness; such a description can almost 
be taken as a definition of idealism. 
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much as possible, according to what Lonergan, following Aquinas, calls 
the ordo disciplinae or the ordo doctrinae, the order of teaching.5 

And the fourth is the crucial importance of making the systematic 
move from description to explanation, and of doing so on the level of 
one's own time. This means that one must root or ground one's catego­
ries in what Lonergan calls interiorly and religiously differentiated 
consciousness, and that one must include the use of those "general 
categories" that theology shares with other contemporary disciplines.6 

This fourth point could be called "honoring the systematic, critical, and 
methodical exigences."7 In the tradition of Aquinas, it entails the turn 
to theory (the systematic exigence). In the face of the questions raised 
by modern and contemporary philosophy, science, and historical con­
sciousness, it entails the turn to the subject (the critical exigence). And 
given the witness function of theology as mediating with culture, it 
entails the return in communications to the natural and human sci­
ences and the varieties of common sense prevailing in one's own cul­
tural matrix (the methodical exigence). 

The question remains, however, as to whether what Lonergan says 
is enough. That question can be broken down so as to complement the 
four emphases that have just been affirmed. 

First, while Lonergan correctly insists that the principal function of 
systematics is the hypothetical, imperfect, analogical, and gradually 
developing understanding of the mysteries of faith, it may be asked 
whether he says enough about other functions of systematics and 
about how they are related to the principal function. 

Second, while I agree that the core problems of systematics are set by 
the dogmas that express revealed mysteries, there are also nondog-
matic elements of Christian constitutive meaning, some of which 
themselves express mysteries of faith. How are these to be related in a 
systematics to the dogmatic elements? 

Third, while I honor the proposal that the ordo doctrinae is the 
appropriate mode of systematic exposition, the other functions to 
which I am calling attention introduce an element of the via inventio-
nis whose relation to the ordo doctrinae needs further elaboration. It is 
true that entering on the way of discovery will involve one in other 

5 See Lonergan, Method in Theology 345-46. The way of teaching is presented more 
fully, and contrasted more clearly with the way of discovery, in Lonergan, De Deo trino: 
Pars systematica (Rome: Gregorian University, 1964) 33-41. Aquinas speaks of the ordo 
disciplinae in the Prologue to the Summa theologiae, contrasting it with librorum expo-
sitio and with the more incidental treatment of issues dictated by a given occasio dis-
putandi. 

6 On the general categories, see Lonergan, Method in Theology 285-88. An attempt to 
reinforce Lonergan's insistence on the general categories is provided below at the end of 
the section on the transposition of categories. 

7 On these exigences, see ibid. 82-83. 
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functional specialties besides systematics.8 But when such operations 
are performed by a systematic theologian, or when a systematic theo­
logian relies on the labors of others in these distinct functional spe­
cialties, the goal remains systematic understanding. These dynamics 
require a more complete articulation. 

And fourth, in many instances the meaning of the mysteries of faith 
remains permanently best expressed in symbolic, esthetic, and dra­
matic categories. But then the question arises, How does one move 
from description to explanation with regard to meanings that are so 
expressed? Is an explanatory employment of symbolic categories pos­
sible, and if so, what are its grounds? 

In the course of trying to answer such questions, I have begun to 
develop a proposal for what a contemporary systematics might be and 
do. Some of its principal features, as they have evolved to the present 
time, are presented here. Further features will probably emerge only 
in the course of attempting to do what is envisioned here. But I wish to 
emphasize the nature of this particular presentation. It presupposes 
and in many places simply repeats what Lonergan has already written 
on the method of systematic theology. As with previous contributions 
that I have attempted to make to Lonergan's project, I offer here, not 
suggested corrections of Lonergan's work, but suggested developments 
upon what already is securely in place in his writings. Any original 
contribution that these suggestions may contain is offered to the theo­
logical community with the hope that publishing these reflections in 
their present form will allow still further questions to emerge. The 
exploration is still tentative but, I hope, programmatic, pointing 
Catholic systematics in a certain direction. 

Systematics currently stands at a crossroad. Major transpositions 
and massive transformations of both method and content are required. 
It may take several decades before a new tradition in Catholic system­
atics is underway in a consolidated and not merely coincidental fash­
ion, a tradition in essential continuity with past achievements but 
responding as well to contemporary exigences. Lonergan once made 
the intriguing comment that "today's scholars seem to resemble 
twelfth-century compilers more than they do thirteenth-century theo­
logians."9 The context of this remark is an anticipation of a new step in 
theology's comprehension of the meaning of dogmatic statements (and 

8 It would seem t h a t the tasks t h a t in ^re-Method works Lonergan assigns to the via 
inventionis are included among the tasks fulfilled in what he came to conceive as the first 
six functional specialities research, interpretation, history, dialectic, foundations, and 
doctrines For a pre-Method account of the via inventionis in its theological employment 
as the via dogmatica and in its relation to the via doctrinae or via systematica, see 
Lonergan, De Deo trino Pars systematica 33-42 

9 Bernard Lonergan, Divmarum personarum conceptionem analogicam evolvit Β Lon 
ergan (Rome Gregorian University, 1957,1959) 19 This work is an earlier version of the 
Pars systematica of De Deo trino The section referred to here does not appear in the later 
work 
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of Christian constitutive meaning in general). This step is analogous 
to, but goes beyond and sublates, the systematic leap that was pre­
pared by 12th-century compilers but tha t occurred only in the 13th 
century. 

Besides systematic exegesis, there exists a historical exegesis that, so far from 
omitting the accidentals, includes them in a synthetic manner. Besides sys­
tematic theology, there exists a theology that is both more concrete and more 
comprehensive, one that considers and seeks to understand the economy of 
salvation in its historical evolution. This new step in comprehension has been 
in preparation for a long time, thanks to so much biblical, conciliar, patristic, 
medieval, liturgical, ascetical, and other research; but its synthetic character 
has not yet clearly appeared.10 

It is such a development, at least in part, tha t is anticipated in the 
present reflections. 

It may be, then, tha t the most important service that can be per­
formed at present is to offer suggestions pointing systematics in a 
certain direction. Lonergan's emphases, I am convinced, are crucial for 
this direction, and there is something of a danger that they will be 
overlooked. But they also need to be complemented by other concerns 
before their importance will be acknowledged and their efficacy real­
ized. I am trying here to provide some of these complementary empha­
ses. I do not claim to have treated all the relevant issues. These pro­
posals invite conversation and development. 

PRINCIPAL TEXTS 

The principal texts one would draw upon to interpret Lonergan's 
notion of systematics are: the first chapter of the pars systematica of De 
Deo trino; the chapter on functional specialties in Method in Theol­
ogy;12 and the chapter on systematics in Method in Theology.13 But 
these must be supplemented by several other sources. 

Thus, the first chapter of Lonergan's doctoral dissertation provides 
an early example of his concern with speculative development in the­
ology.1 While Lonergan never returned to the particular model of 
speculative development presented there—actually it is presented as 
more than a model—the issue of ongoing sequences of genetically and 
dialectically related systematic positions tha t he first raises there re­
curs in various other contexts in his work. The most important of his 

10 Ibid., translation mine. Further reflection on these remarks appears below, in my 
section on anticipations. 

11 Lonergan, De Deo trino: Pars systematica 7-64. 
12 Lonergan, Method in Theology 125-45. 
13 Ibid. 335-53. 
14 "The Gratia Operans Dissertation: Preface and Introduction," ed. Frederick E. 

Crowe, Method: Journal of Lonergan Studies 3:2 (1985) 9-46. The material that begins 
on p. 16 under the heading "The Form of the Development" actually marks the beginning 
of the first chapter of the thesis. 
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writings on this point is his presentation in Chapter 17 of Insight15 of 
a generalized heuristic structure for the explanatory recovery of the 
emergence of meaning. While the context there is the dialectical his­
tory of metaphysics, the chapter offers an ontology of meaning that can 
be applied as well to the history of theology.16 But the question arises, 
Precisely where among the operations performed by theologians, and 
so among the functional specialties, does this systematic understand­
ing of the history of theological meanings belong? It depends on inter­
pretation and history, but its results are explanatory, while the results 
of interpretation and history are not. Is the historical but explanatory 
"theology of theologies" itself a par t of systematics? I think so, just as 
for Lonergan the historical but explanatory "philosophy of philoso­
phies" is par t of metaphysics.17 It is part of the systematic theology of 
witness to the faith, tha t par t tha t treats the witness of understand-
ing.18 

Again, notes on courses Lonergan taught at the Gregorian Univer­
sity in Rome De intellectu et methodo and De systemate et historia 
would help raise several of the most important questions both about 
the same issue and about the general relation of systematics to his­
tory.19 The latter is an issue that Lonergan wrestled with in the late 
1950s and through the first half of the 1960s. The jury is still out, I 
think, as to whether he ever resolved the question to his own satisfac­
tion. In any event, it is an issue that I will face again here, and these 
notes provide some of the data on Lonergan's reflections. 

The book Philosophy of God, and Theology20 would supplement a 
suggestion that appears more compactly in Method in Theology regard­
ing the relation between systematics and the philosophical knowledge 
of God. That suggestion can be generalized, as Lonergan himself says, 
so tha t it regards the integration into systematics of philosophical 
reflection on other issues as well, rather than the separation of the two 
into separate treatises and separate courses in separate departments 
of universities and schools of divinity. 

15 See Lonergan, Insight, chap. 17, especially §1 (Metaphysics, Mystery, and Myth) 
and §3 (The Truth of Interpretation). 

16 See Robert M. Doran, Theology and the Dialectics of History (Toronto: University of 
Toronto, 1990) chap. 19, for an interpretation of chap. 17 of Insight as presenting an 
ontology of meaning, that is, a metaphysical account that offers a heuristic structure of 
the emergent probability that governs meaning itself. Chap. 20 of Theology and the 
Dialectics of History is also pertinent to the theological application of these concerns. 

17 This is the point of the title of chap. 17 of Insight, "Metaphysics as Dialectic." 
18 Related questions regarding systematics have been raised by Philip McShane. I am 

not yet prepared to indicate the precise relation between my proposal and his. My 
familiarity with his emphases comes through conversation with him on a number of 
occasions. 

19 These notes are available in the library and/or archives of the Lonergan Research 
Institute, Toronto. The notes for De intellectu et methodo were taken by students; the 
notes for De systemate et historia are Lonergan's own. 

20 See n. 3 above. 
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Finally, notes found in Lonergan's archival papers written at the 
time of his breakthrough to functional specialization suggest that sys-
tematics is to be a theological theory of history, that its "mediated 
object" is Geschichte. This suggestion never found its way into Method 
in Theology, perhaps because it says more about the content of sys-
tematics than about its method. But I must ask whether it did not 
remain quite central to Lonergan's notion of systematics. And it will 
definitely be central to the notion I wish to suggest. 

THE QUESTION 

Despite the importance of these other works, the chapter from De 
Deo trino provides the most detailed exposition in Lonergan's work of 
an under standing of systematics. It provides a springboard to all of the 
other questions. It deserves to be regarded, I believe, as something of 
a classic exposition of one particular option regarding what systemat­
ics is and does.21 The position presented there on systematics does not 
undergo radical change in Method in Theology. There is, to be sure, in 
the latter work a vastly expanded notion of theology as a whole, and so 
a far more nuanced and differentiated presentation of the relation of 
systematics to other theological tasks. There are in Lonergan's notes, 
as I have just said, suggestions that would greatly expand and enrich 
his notion of systematics. But in fact there is little change between De 
Deo trino and Method in Theology with regard to the issue of the 
internal constitution of systematics, of what systematics is and how it 
is to be done. The exposition in De Deo trino was written before Lon-
ergan arrived at the notion of functional specialization. It was written 
before he arrived at a conception of theology as mediating between a 
cultural matrix and the significance and role of a religion in that ma­
trix."22 It was written before he came to the position that theology finds 
its foundations in reflection on intellectual, moral, and religious con-

2 11 intend "classic" here in the sense that Lonergan quotes from Friedrich Schlegel: "A 
classic is a writing that is never fully understood. But those that are educated and 
educate themselves must always want to learn more from it" {Method in Theology 161). 
Lonergan goes on to say: "The classics ground a tradition. They create the milieu in 
which they are studied and interpreted. They produce in the reader through the cultural 
tradition the mentality, the Vorverständnis, from which they will be read, studied, in­
terpreted. Now such a tradition may be genuine, authentic, a long accumulation of 
insights, adjustments, re-interpretations, that repeats the original message afresh for 
each age. In that case the reader will exclaim, 'Did not our hearts burn within us, when 
he spoke on the way and opened to us the scriptures?' (Lk. 24, 32). On the other hand, 
the tradition may be unauthentic. It may consist in a watering-down of the original 
message, in recasting it into terms and meanings that fit into the assumptions and 
convictions of those that have dodged the issue of radical conversion. In that case a 
genuine interpretation will be met with incredulity and ridicule, as was St. Paul when 
he preached in Rome and was led to quote Isaiah: 'Go to this people and say: you will 
hear but never understand; you will look and look, but never see' (Acts 28, 26)" (ibid. 
161-62). 

22 Ibid. xi. 
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version. It also has its own internal history: there was an earlier ver­
sion of the same material that contained some emphases tha t were 
dropped in the 1964 version. Yet the understanding of systematics 
itself survives essentially unchanged in the new framework opened up 
in Method in Theology. 

My question, in general terms, has been whether that is what ought 
to have happened. Or is it ra ther the case that functional specializa­
tion, the notion of mediation, and the articulation of "foundations" in 
terms of conversion demand a more extensive notion not only of that 
whole (which Lonergan certainly does provide) but also of the func­
tional specialty "systematics" itself (which he does not provide)?23 My 
answer to that question is qualified and nuanced. The principal func­
tion of systematics is precisely what Lonergan consistently says it is. 
The method for satisfying that principal function is the very difficult 
method tha t he proposes. Still, there is also a series of effects that 
functional specialization, the notion of mediation, and the new under­
standing of foundations have on systematics. These effects need fur­
ther articulation beyond tha t afforded in the chapter of Method in 
Theology devoted to this functional specialty. And further material 
must be included in "foundations" if some of these effects are to be 
realized. 

My intention, then, is not to question whether Lonergan's basic con­
ception of systematics as an understanding of the mysteries of faith is 
correct. It is. The principal function of systematic theology is the in-
telligentia mysteriorum tha t constitutes the seventh functional spe­
cialty, systematics: the imperfect, analogical, hypothetical, synthetic, 
and gradually developing understanding of the mysteries of faith to 
which informed doctrinal assent has already been given. Lonergan 
presents a relentlessly consistent account of this option. The option 
remained essentially unchanged throughout his career, from his doc­
toral dissertation on Aquinas to his writings even after Method in 
Theology. Particular elements within his notion of systematics under­
went development, and new features were added. His vision of the 
whole of theology underwent dramatic change with the idea of func­
tional specialization. His understanding of what constitutes scientific 
knowledge progressed through ever more nuanced qualifications on 
the position tha t classical Catholic theology had inherited from Aris­
totle (a position present even in 1964, where science is still certa rerum 
per causas cognitio).24 But through all of these developments, system­
atic theology remains the imperfect, analogical, obscure, but extremely 

23 Again, the question could be phrased in the terms used by Lonergan in his exposi­
tion of the classic. Does the chapter on systematics in Method in Theology exhibit the 
accumulation of insights, adjustments, reinterpretations demanded by functional spe­
cialization itself, by the notion of theology as mediation, and by the new proposal that 
Lonergan offers for foundations? If the answer is no, what must be done to rectify the 
omission? These are my questions. 

24 Lonergan, De Deo trino: Pars systematica 7. Contrast the position presented just a 



LONERGAN AND SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 577 

fruitful and gradually developing understanding of the mysteries of 
faith, precisely that understanding recommended and praised by the 
First Vatican Council (DS 3016).2ir 

Now these mysteries, affirmed as true by the community and so 
given the status of doctrines, are constitutive of the community that 
gathers in the world in the name of Christ Jesus. Systematics is a 
particular form of witness to the truth of the doctrines, the witness of 
understanding. As such it is a witness to realities whose affirmation in 
doctrines establishes the core meanings constitutive of the Christian 
community. The understanding that it reaches is primarily an under­
standing of the revealed divine mystery. The synthesis that it ex­
presses is centered in the mysteries of faith, in meanings that we 
would not attain at all were they not revealed. As such, systematic 
understanding must remain permanently imperfect, hypothetical, 
analogical, and open to development. 

The further points that I would emphasize do not run counter to 
Lonergan's notion of the principal function of systematics. Rather they 
bring to the fore some elements in that notion that otherwise are all too 
easily overlooked, and they promote others that have been left unde­
veloped. I will suggest seven ways of building on his position. None of 
these is without support in Lonergan's work; but, in my view, they 
need greater emphasis than they receive in his writings about system­
atics. The entire issue is one of emphasis. Highlighting other features 
of systematics, while never losing sight of its principal function, will 
provide us, I believe and hope, with a more rounded and more complete 
notion. My work is intended, then, as a small contribution to the "ac-

year later in the lecture "Dimensions of Meaning," in Lonergan, Collection, Collected 
Works of Bernard Lonergan 4, ed. Frederick E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran (Toronto: 
University of Toronto, 1988) 232-45, esp. 238^10. It must be said, of course, that Lon­
ergan had already moved far beyond the classical definition of science when he composed 
Insight, not only in principle but also in his explicit formulations. Why the old definition 
remains in his Latin theological treatises is a question worth pondering. (It can be found 
as well in Lonergan, De constitutione Christi ontologica et psychologica [Rome: Gregorian 
University, 1956, 1960, 1964] 28). It provides perhaps the key element in Lonergan's 
interpretation of Aristotle, but when Lonergan employs it in these works he is doing 
more than interpretation. Perhaps it was useful to him when, even in these works, he is 
offering what in fact is an analogy of science. But if so, that usefulness seems to have 
disappeared after 1965. What seems to remain constant in his analogy of science is the 
distinction between the two ways of ordering ideas: the way of discovery (via inventionis) 
and the way of teaching (via doctrinae). 

2 5 "Out of the Augustinian, Anselmian, Thomist tradition, despite an intervening 
heavy overlay of conceptualism, the first Vatican council retrieved the notion of under­
standing. It taught that reason illumined by faith, when it inquires diligently, piously, 
soberly, can with God's help attain a highly fruitful understanding of the mysteries of 
faith both from the analogy of what it naturally knows and from the interconnection of 
the mysteries with one another and with man's last end (DS 3016). The promotion of 
such an understanding of the mysteries we conceive to be the principal function of 
systematics" (Method in Theology 336). It is clear from the context that by "mysteries of 
faith," as the expression occurs in this quotation, Lonergan means primarily the truths 
expressed in dogmas. 
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cumulation of insights, readjustments, re-interpretations" that can 
keep alive in a cultural tradition the essential inspiration of a set of 
classic texts. 

DOGMA AND MYSTERY 

The first point has to do with the relationship between dogmas and 
the mysteries of faith. Lonergan correlates "mysteries" with "dogmas," 
in the sense that a church doctrine qualifies as "dogma" if and only if 
it expresses a mystery so hidden in God that we could not know it at all 
had it not been revealed by God.26 But it is clear that this is for him a 
one-way correlation. Dogma is limited in fact as well as in principle to 
certain affirmations, and at times (as in the conciliar definitions es­
tablishing christological and trinitarian dogmas) clarifications, of mys­
teries of faith. But the mysteries of faith, even some of those included 
in the creed, include more than the realities affirmed and clarified in 
explicitly dogmatic pronouncements.27 While dogma is dogma because 
it affirms mysteries, mysteries extend beyond what has been clarified 
or perhaps ever will be expressed in dogmatic statements, and this in 
at least two ways. First, there are elements of Christian constitutive 
meaning that have received and perhaps will receive no dogmatic sta­
tus. Second, the element of mystery is a permanent feature even of 
those elements of Christian constitutive meaning that have received 
such status in the Church. And the principal function of systematics is 
the understanding of the mysteries of faith, whether a clarification of 
these mysteries has been explicitly affirmed in dogmatic pronounce­
ments or not. 

One can agree with Lonergan that systematics does best to draw its 
central problems from the dogmatic statements themselves, and still 
ask about the rest, about the mysteries that have not received, and in 
some cases perhaps will not receive, such dogmatic formulation, and 
about the element of mystery that will remain permanent even once a 
particular dogmatic pronouncement has been made. 

None of this is alien to Lonergan's concerns. He draws on Pope Pius 
XIFs encyclical Humani generis to affirm that the fonts of revealed 
doctrine contain so many and such great treasures of truth that they 
will never adequately be exhausted. In Insight, even prior to discuss­
ing explicitly theological issues, he affirms the permanence of mystery 
no matter how clear and precise our concepts become.29 

First, then, there are mysteries expressed in the Scriptures and in 

26 «[T]he dogmas of DS 3020 and 3043 refer to the church's declarations of revealed 
mysteries" (ibid. 322). "The meaning of a dogma is not a datum but a t ruth. It is not a 
human t ru th but the revelation of a mystery hidden in God" (ibid. 323). 

27 For example, "On the third day he arose again from the dead," or "For us and for our 
salvation . . . " 

2 8 See Lonergan, De Deo trino: Pars systematica 21. 
2 9 DS 3886; see Lonergan, Insight, §1.6 of chap. 17 (The Notion of Mystery). 
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the Church's tradition, in doctrines affirmed as constitutive of the com­
munity of faith, that never have been and in some cases perhaps never 
will be defined as dogma. There is no defined dogma, for example, that 
does for the pro nobis of the redemption, for the elemental meaning of 
the Paschal mystery, what Nicaea and Chalcedon do for the incarna­
tion and the ontological constitution of Christ. The nature of that pro 
nobis remains an open question for theologians, in a manner that sim­
ply is not true of the ontological constitution of Christ.30 Nicaea and 
Chalcedon express, not a systematic meaning, but definitely at least a 
"post-systematic meaning."31 There may never be this kind of dogmatic 
definition of the redemption. Perhaps there cannot be such a definition. 
Perhaps its meaning is forever the meaning of a dramatic deed, a deed 
that is true but that will never be defined. There are scriptural doc­
trines on the redemption. There are theological doctrines found in 
many (sometimes conflicting) forms in the Church's tradition with re­
gard to its meaning, its immanent intelligibility. 

But when Lonergan, for example, expresses that immanent intelli­
gibility in terms of the just and mysterious law of the cross,32 the 
affirmed truth that he is attempting to understand is not one that has 
ever been given the conceptual, postsystematic, defined doctrinal clar­
ity that homoousion, correctly understood, provided in answer to the 
questions that it resolved.33 That affirmed truth resides more in the 
domain of permanently elemental meaning, meaning that perhaps for­
ever will be better expressed in the very symbolic, esthetic, dramatic 
terms of Scripture than in any possible dogmatic clarifications.34 It 
may be that the most that dogma could do for that truth would be to 
protect it against error or aberration. It may be, too, that a dogma that 

30 For Lonergan's own acknowledgment of the plurality of theologies of the redemp­
tion, and for his affirmation of the permanent character of mystery in the redemption, 
see his lecture, "The Redemption," in Philosophical and Theological Papers 1958-1964, 
ed. Robert C. Croken, Frederick E. Crowe, and Robert M. Doran (Toronto: University of 
Toronto, 1996) 3-28, esp. 24-28. 

31 "In general, the meaning of these doctrines is not systematic but, commonly, it is 
post-systematic" (Lonergan, Method in Theology 312); "... the ongoing context that runs 
from Nicea to the third council of Constantinople derives from the doctrines of the first 
three centuries of Christianity but differs from them inasmuch as it employs a post-
systematic mode of thought and expression" (ibid. 314); ". .. there is theoretically dif­
ferentiated consciousness. As already explained, there was a slight tincture of this in the 
Greek councils at Nicea, Ephesus, Chalcedon, Constantinople III" (ibid. 278-79). 

32 Bernard Lonergan, De Verbo incarnato (Rome: Gregorian University, 1964), thesis 
17. 

33 Lonergan himself mentions the redemption as an example of a mystery of faith that 
has not received the kind of dogmatic formulation that christological and trinitarian 
affirmations have been accorded; see De Deo trino: Pars systematica 21. On Athanasius's 
further clarification of the meaning of Nicaea's homoousion, see Bernard Lonergan, The 
Way to Nicea: The Dialectical Development of Trinitarian Theology, trans. Conn 
O'Donovan (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976) 47-48. 

34 On elemental meaning, see Lonergan, Method in Theology 63 (in the context of a 
discussion of art as a carrier of meaning) and 67 (in the context of a discussion of symbols 
as carriers of meaning). When in Insight Lonergan speaks of the permanence of "mys-




