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Foreword
A Prophet’s Journeys
Thomas F O’Meara OP





The journal composed by the Dominican theologian Yves Congar during the Ecumenical Council Vatican II has been published in French and in an English translation. Those personal impressions of a significant world-event attracted considerable interest. This second journal presents an earlier record, one of the years from 1946 to 1956. That was a time of great vitality for the French church—but they were also years of hostility and persecution for those creating that vitality.


This second journal has been edited by Étienne Fouilloux, distinguished historian of French religious movements during the twentieth century. He offers a general introduction. The journal entries are grouped in eight sections: an article composed of reflections by Congar on his life and not in the form of a diary; a first journey to Rome in May 1946 to discuss the new directions being taken in the French church; incidents from 1946 to 1950 where church authorities forbid ecumenical activity and frustrate Congar’s publications; the campaign against the book, True and False Reform; the climax of 1954 when French Dominican provincials, directors of studies, and teachers are removed from their positions; the atmosphere in Rome furthering Catholic fundamentalists and censorship; and finally Congar’s forced isolation in Cambridge, England from 1955 to 1956. The reader is aided by Fouilloux’s introduction of a page or two before each of these sections where he offers a context for the journal entries.


Born in 1904, Yves Congar grew up in the Ardennes, although his family came originally from Celtic Brittany. The first years of his life were touched by the misery of World War I being fought on battlegrounds not far away. Turning from aspirations to be a doctor, he decided to study for the diocesan priesthood but then, drawn to the monastic life during a retreat with the Benedictines in 1919, after some study in Paris and obligatory military service he entered the Dominicans in 1925. The atmosphere of Congar’s years of study include the intersection of the old and the new, the tensions between neo-medieval forms of Catholicism and the new French philosophies of life and history, and an openness to movements in society like ecumenism with Protestants and modern social theories.


Congar was particularly inspired by his teacher and friend, the influential historian of the theology of Thomas Aquinas, Marie- Dominique Chenu who lived from 1895 to 1990. He had drawn the Dominican studium of Le Saulchoir to a focus on the historical context of each theologian. After ordination the young Dominican wanted to work for Christian unity. He used journeys to Germany for visiting the places associated with Luther: the Wartburg, Erfurt, and Wittenberg. In Düsseldorf, a few weeks after ordination, 17 September 1930, he composed a prayer: ‘God, why does your church always condemn? True, she must guard the deposit of faith, but is there no other means but condemnation...? If your church were only more encouraging, more comprehensive... The church must make itself intelligible to every human ear... The times press—there is so much work to be done ... [toward] the union of the churches’.1 Congar undertook in the 1930s concrete steps on behalf of ecumenism: as an editor of the Dominican journal La Vie Intellectuelle he began a series of reports on ecumenism and Protestantism, and he attended and spoke at a number of gatherings. He preached a particularly influential series of sermons at Sacré-Coeur in Paris during January 1936 at an early Week of Christian Unity (a neurological disease first manifested itself during the sermons). The Dominican took his ideas to the great ecumenical conferences of 1937 at Oxford and Edinburgh, and a year later they were expanded into a book, Chrétiens Désunis (Divided Christendom. A Catholic Study of the Problem of Reunion)2—the first theology of ecumenism from a Roman Catholic.


World War II with imprisonment by the Nazi army interrupted his life. After 1945 the French church entered into a period of new life, ranging from the study of biblical and patristic sources to beginning new forms of parish life. ‘Anyone who did not live during the years of French Catholicism after the war missed one of the finest movements in the life of the church. Through a slow emergence from misery, one tried in the great freedom of a fidelity as profound as life, to join in a Gospel way the world, a world of which the church could become an integral part for the first time in centuries.’3 Congar’s approach to theology, church life, and ecumenism was historical. Early in his ministry he expressed a desire to renew the church; liberation would come not so much from the history of the church as from research into the concrete social forms of the church fashioned differently by cultural ages. The church’s beginnings and its chosen healthy modes of existence were past resources and traditions inspiring contemporary movements. The ecclesiology of the bishop in the local church drew from patristic theology and medieval canon law; a theology of tradition looked at early Greek theologians and at modern German ones; ecumenism began with a study of the Reformation. He was particularly attentive to German literature which was not widely accessible.


Teaching at Le Saulchoir from 1946 to 1954, he wrote on ecumenism, the laity, Orthodox ecclesiology, and the theology of the biblical and preached word. He worked with the relatively few men and women in France who were involved in a renewal of the liturgy, religious education, and preparation for reception of the sacraments. He published in 1950 a study of reform in the church through the centuries, True and False Reform.4 Congar also worked with his fellow Dominicans in a theological dialogue with the Eastern churches taking place in Paris among the Russian intellectuals fleeing the Soviet Union. The nine hundredth anniversary of the schism between the Eastern and Western Churches occasioned a study of the collegial aspects of Orthodox ecclesiology. His many summaries of theological literature reach their climax in the magisterial survey of ecclesiology from St Augustine to after Vatican II published in 1970, and in the two volumes on the reality of tradition in its theology and history.


If the journal entries from 1946 to 1956 describe Congar’s ideas and experiences of the new directions coming from so many individuals and movements in France, they are also very much about the difficulties that the new movements and the new ethos in the French church encountered, about the increasingly harsh criticism from the headquarters of the Roman Catholic Church. Congar had returned from the battlefields and prison camps of World War II to find himself in another war: with a few comrades he faced attacks over theological conversations with Protestants and approaches for religious education that were more than Aristotelian philosophy.


This journal is also a narrative of travel and experience with observations on Renaissance art and Vatican politics, on monumental train stations and old basilicas. Cultural impressions frame records of interviews with important ecclesiastics. He finds the Dominican school, the Angelicum, baroque in its liturgy but modern in its pedagogical organization. On the way back to Santa Sabina, the headquarters of the Dominican Order, with its simplicity in the style of a fifth century basilica, he passes the Mamertine Prison that held Peter and Paul. In the ruins under San Clemente he observes that the Christian liturgical rites celebrated here centuries before are not permitted to be discussed in the Church today whose worship is weighed down by meaningless gestures. He concludes that Rome full of history from many centuries has ended up being ‘the city of the popes,’5 full of inscriptions about the papacy’s past. In the Vatican he meets personages who appreciate his writings and are themselves critical of the Holy Office, although they lack positions of power. Congar visited many teachers and theologians of the church in Rome, but he decided not to see Reginald Garrigou- Lagrange, the Angelicum professor of Neo-Thomism, because he is behind so much of the Vatican’s negative evaluation of Chenu, Féret, and other theologians.


The Vatican and some Dominicans were not happy with writings that advocated new approaches for church life. He wrote in 1953: ‘It is not just an almost infinite distance between ways of looking at things, it is a difference of levels, a heterogeneity of levels of spiritual existence. Rome is a stranger to those deep gospel-based perceptions that are the great preoccupation of our faithful, and the starting point of their protest. Rome is shut up in its own rights and its casuistic, sophistical canon law, in its sense of unchanged justice and its self- justification. It cannot take the present lay reaction as anything other than as coming from bad intention, and classify it under the ready- made rubric of ‘insubordination’; it is unable to question itself about the Christian appropriateness of its own positions.’6 He suspects that some of the theological positions, some of the positions of the Master General, Stanislas Martin Gillet, were in fact political. A basically fascist stance, supporting the Vichy government in France and Franco in Spain, was taking revenge on the victory of the Allies.7


A concluding visit of twelve minutes with Pius XII is an encounter with withdrawn ambiguity. The Pope, thin and frail, is happy that his encyclicals are read by Protestants but seems to identify salvation with membership in the Catholic Church. The Pope seems to be a simple personality of basic spirituality, happy to give blessings but making no mention of the issues facing the church. Entries in Congar’s diaries point out a theme of his writings: a lack of real and rich Catholicism in the Catholic Church.8


In October of 1953, Cardinal Pizzardo, director of the Holy Office (formerly the Inquisition), wrote to the head of the Dominicans, Emmanuel Suarez: ‘You know well the new ideas and tendencies, not only exaggerated but even erroneous, that are developing in the realms of theology, canon law, and society, ideas finding a considerable resonance in certain religious orders, . . . so-called theologians “with brilliant phrases and generalisations” teach falsehood.’9 To appease the Vatican, Suarez flew to Paris and removed from office the three French provincials and the provincial directors of studies; some professors of theology were forbidden to teach. The Vatican sought to control what the Dominicans could publish.10 In Paris, Le Monde called it ‘a raid on the Dominicans’. That Roman disciplinary action was in strong opposition to the Dominican tradition of democracy in the selection of superiors. The friars recognized that their leader’s forced measures were aimed at preserving their existence; they submitted and awaited better times.11 The French Jesuits received similar treatment. Congar once observed that the Vatican’s Holy Office resembled the KGB and the Nazi Gestapo: he knew this, he said, because he had had contact with two of the three.


From 1954 to 1956 Congar was exiled from France so that he would be physically separated from teaching and lecturing. He was first sent to the Dominican biblical school in Jerusalem; there he spent his time writing a biblical-theological treatise on the theme of the temple. If the first section of the Journal’s drama takes place in Rome, the last occurs in Cambridge, England. In July of 1954, six months after his dramatic dismissal of French Dominicans, Emmanuel Suarez died in a car accident, and an Irishman, a professor of neo-scholastic philosophy in Rome, Michael Browne became Master General. In October 1955, he assigned Congar to the Dominican house in Cambridge. The Dominicans and others in Cambridge treated him with suspicion—after all, was he not in conflict with the Holy See? In December, 1955, Browne was in Cambridge. He asked Congar about possible past shady activities. Was he during the war a Communist? Did he not have contacts with the worker-priests? Did he not write that the church can be egotistical in its conduct? Does not ecumenism approve Protestants converting Catholics? He concluded by saying that the great question of the time is the Incarnation of the Church. ‘There is a certain incarnation of the Church in time and in the world. But it is very dangerous, it brings a lot of risks with it.’12 He concluded: ‘Dear Father Congar, I beg you, publish your book on the primacy, it would be your glory’.13


As Congar awaited his liberation from England, he pondered his situation. There had been injustice—more, there had been a collection of injustices. It is fine to speak of suffering with the Cross but what is the nature of those placing him in this kind of death. He would not leave the Order (also, a kind of death). He still wants his life to bring forth fruit: he still has a witness to give, a renewal to present in the church. Browne returned some months later and asked him if he really prefers to live in France. Could he try to find a position in a state university? Congar suggested being attached to the important Dominican institute of Istina which pursued dialogue with the Eastern Churches. Although it was created and was directed by Dominicans, Browne is unaware of it.14


Impressions and conversations from the great historian of church forms—they form a personalized history of the church in time. Nonetheless, it is also a church whose moribund rigidity is going to collapse, a church seeking new relationships to society, a church that needs forms of authority and ministry beyond the baroque. ‘[Vatican II] has taken mainly the form of a departure from Tridentinism… That was a system which took in absolutely everything: theology, ethics, Christian behavior, religious practices, liturgy, organization, Roman centralization, the perpetual intervention of Roman congregations in the life of the church, and so on.’15 The Church needed to leave behind a monarchical system to find a varied life in the Spirit.


In 1960, Pope John XXIII named Congar a consulter for the coming ecumenical council, Vatican II. His creativity, evident by the time he was thirty, was active in the agenda and the event of Vatican II. To counter the oppression recorded in the diary entries after 1946 it is worthwhile recalling what lay ahead in the years of the Council. Jean-Pierre Jossua describes him as ‘a figure emblematic of the theology of the Council, perhaps the most known theologian of the century’, while Hervé Legrand observes, ‘It is very rare that the personal destiny of a theologian prefigures and influences the course of the life of the Church’.16 Congar wrote on one of the last days of Vatican II, December 7 1965, when the bishops were voting on the conciliar texts: ‘I left slowly and with difficulty, barely able to stand. A great many bishops congratulated me, thanked me. To a good extent, it was my work, they said. Looking at things objectively, I did a great deal to prepare for the Council, elaborating and diffusing the ideas that the Council consecrated. At the Council itself, I did a great deal of work… Thus what was read out this morning came, to a very large extent, from me’.17


Early in this record of the difficult years, Congar pointed out that the challenge posed by the modern person and society was twofold: the perspective and creativity of the subject, and the unfolding of history. He held the re-acceptance of history by the church to be central. The church truly lives in history: it cannot avoid time with its expansions and delays. ‘It is not in spite of time and its course but in them that the Church brings forth the gifts of God and realizes them.’18 The Journal presents not only Congar on history— from patristic times to World War II and after—but embodies the historicity of Yves Congar.


A courageous look at history and a commitment to the Gospel as the standard for church life gave him strength and independence. How remarkable that someone in the vows of religious life, under the constraints of the late-Baroque papacy, an unappreciated pioneer and a tireless worker would be called by the Paris newspapers ‘a free man’.19
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Notes on the English Translation





Congar nearly always used the diary writer’s present tense for the recording of events. This has here been replaced by a past tense, except where a genuine present might be thought to have been intended. This apart, the translation offered here aims in general to preserve the tone and feel of the original to the extent that this is possible, while making the text readily comprehensible to the English reader. Inevitably, this means that sometimes ambiguities or broken constructions have been smoothed out. Where it has been thought appropriate to fill out the meaning of the text, or to supply a translation for words or phrases in a language other than French, this has been done within braces, or curly brackets {}. Congar frequently added material between lines or in the margins of the text. In the French edition these insertions have been incorporated where Congar placed them. In the English translation, for the sake of clarity, they have sometimes been slightly relocated, or, in certain cases, separated from the surrounding text, and indented. The reader should also be aware of the following.


Œcuménisme/unionisme/uniatisme and cognate words occur frequently throughout. Although Congar often used them equivalently, his earlier usage, and their use by others, sometimes points to different things: in the one case, ecumenism somewhat as we would understand the term today, and in the other case, the restoration of Christian unity by the return of non-Roman Catholics to that particular fold. So as to avoid possibly misleading the reader in any particular case, I have used ‘ecumenism’ and cognate words when the French has œcuménisme or cognates, and paraphrases such as ‘movement for Church unity’ when it has unionisme or cognates. Congar was able to avail of the word ‘dissidents’ as a blanket term for non-Catholics generally. As the English homonym has a somewhat different meaning, I have, resisting the allure of ‘recusants’, used ‘dissenters’ instead.


Congar was something of a stickler for the use of formal titles, even when referring to his own Dominican brethren. This was a widespread, indeed mandated, usage at the time, though Congar can be found using an unadorned surname, and is capable of adding a sarcastic edge to the use of a formal title. I have kept to Congar’s usage as closely as possible. In France, as in several other European countries, ‘Father’ is used only of priests who are also members of religious orders; accordingly, the French ‘l’abbé’ (or simply ‘M.’) has been retained here for priests whom Congar did not style ‘Père’. Naturally, Fr Kezer, the parish priest in AJ Cronin’s novel, The Keys of the Kingdom, has been allowed to appear as himself, and not as an abbé. In France the title Monseigneur is used of bishops as well as of other ecclesiastical dignitaries: monsignori, cathedral canons, etc. Here Mgr occurs wherever it does in the French. The context will frequently show whether or not the person so designated was in episcopal orders. Quite apart from any other consideration, it would be a betrayal of the warmth of Congar’s apostolic zeal for the re- evangelisation of the men and women of his time not to deploy the now customary, if not always satisfactory, substitutes for ‘l’homme’, ‘les hommes’: ‘people’, ‘human beings’, ‘humankind’, ‘humanity’, etc, though when the ecclesiastical context leaves no room for doubt that he was talking about a person or persons of the male sex ‘man’ and ‘men’ have been retained.


Congar was by habit and conviction meticulous in recording the time of day, most usually by means of the twenty-four hour clock. In the translation, times have been standardised as am or pm. References to dates have also been expanded: ‘1914–18’, for example, rather than ‘14–18’. The names of months have sometimes been added where Congar gave only the day.


At a few places, particularly in the later sections of the book, Congar uses expressions that might surprise or offend some readers. I have eschewed the anodyne substitutions for these provided by many French/English dictionaries, and have aimed at equivalence of register rather than of anatomy or of bodily function. Euphemism would offend Congar’s devotion to truth, and a slavish adhesion to literal translation would make him sound rather like the French knight in Monty Python and the Holy Grail, which would surely rouse his shade to vehement indignation. It needs to be remembered that Congar was an officer in the French army from 3 September 1939 and a prisoner of war from 25 June 1940 until 2 May 1945. At the railway station in Milan in September 1950 he tells us (below, page 219) that he ‘bawled out’ three employees of the railway and a soldier because the single third-class carriage intended for civilian passengers was occupied by soldiers, while there were between four and six carriages reserved for soldiers that were practically empty. The word I have translated ‘bawled out’ is, presumably, ‘engueule’— Congar wrote ‘j’eng . . .’ Although the Collins Robert dictionary marks engueuler as a word to be avoided by non-native speakers ‘unless they are very fluent in the language and are very sure of their company’, I think it likely that Congar’s reticence has less to do with this word itself than with the words he had used in his ‘bawling out’. This was, after all, a retired lieutenant of a regiment of pioneers: it would not be surprising if he had spoken on this occasion as he once had to his ‘gars’. It may be useful, too, to recall what a soldier and poet of an earlier war had said of the use, among soldiers, of ‘impious and impolite words’.




… the whole shape of our discourse was conditioned by the use of such words. The very repetition of them made them seem liturgical, certainly deprived them of malice, and occasionally, when skilfully disposed, and used according to established but flexible tradition, gave a kind of significance, and even at moments a dignity, to our speech. Sometimes their juxtaposition in a sentence, and when expressed under poignant circumstances, reached real poetry.


David Jones, the Preface to In Parenthesis, first published by Faber & Faber in 1937 (2014 edition, page xii).





I am very grateful to Gilles-Hervé Masson, OP and to Michael Tavuzzi, OP for their prompt responses to my queries about the French text, and to ATF’s readers for corrections respecting the English text.


Denis Minns









1.


General Introduction





Yves Congar was born at Sedan on 13 April 1904. He was the last in a family of four children: three boys and a girl (who was to become a Benedictine nun). Right from the time of his birth, the affluence of the family was somewhat diminished by his father’s professional disappointments, but this did not in any way damage the bourgeois respectability of the family—a family dominated by the moral influence of a mother to whom Yves would remain closely attached throughout his life. He attended the municipal college with success, during which time an event of capital importance began to disturb the tranquillity of his young years: the First World War, through which he lived with hardship in territory under German occupation.


This ordeal, which was no easier to endure for having occurred so early in his life, had even less chance of later fading in his memory because his mother keenly advised him, as she did his brothers and his sister, to record in writing, in a more or less daily journal, the changing fortunes of the conflict as seen from Sedan. This, the future Cardinal’s first book, and conceived as such, has recently been published and with a care that shows it to best advantage.1 Amongst other things, it shows the precocity of character and intelligence of a child who was only ten years old when he began it, and fourteen when he finished it. Although documentary proofs of the hypothesis are lacking, might one not see in this initial experience of writing in the first person the origin of a practice that was to reappear—in entirely different circumstances, but not less serious for the one concerned—some decades later?


At the end of the war the young Yves Congar experienced a vocation to the priesthood, and soon to the religious life, in the person of his compatriot, l’abbé Daniel Lallement. Thus he completed his secondary studies with a baccalaureate prepared at the junior seminary of Rheims. The exceptional qualities that his mentor detected in him led him to point him toward the Séminaire des Carmes, attached to the Institut catholique of Paris, rather than toward the major seminary of his diocese. There the future theologian acquired a solid scholastic framework and a licence in philosophy from the Sorbonne, which he attended only for the examination. After military service, which this patriot from the frontier undertook as a student-officer at Saint Cyr, then as an officer of the army of occupation in Germany, there arose the question of his clerical career path. Hesitation between the Benedictines and the Dominicans did not detain Yves Congar for long; he quickly opted for the latter and entered the novitiate of the Province of France, at Amiens, at the end of November 1925. He made profession a year later, on 8 December 1926, under the name of Marie-Joseph. Such a trajectory was not at all surprising: at the time when French Catholicism was beginning the reconquest of the elites of society many of their offspring made their way to the Orders of St Benedict, St Dominic, or St Ignatius, which were themselves elitist. Thus in his ‘year’ there figured the Polytechnician Jean Maydieu and the artist Pierre Couturier.


There followed a first exile, the only one of a long series that was voluntary. The house of studies of the French Province had had to move outside France at the beginning of the century, when the radical Republic made an attack on religious orders. It took refuge at the place known as Le Saulchoir, at Kain-la-Tombe, near Tournai in Belgium. The young friar finished his studies in scholastic philosophy there, before starting out on theology. Ordained priest on 25 July 1930, he took a brilliant lectorate in the following year, with a thesis that was indicative of what was to follow—on one of the four ‘marks’ of the Church, that of unity. He was soon made professor of apologetics, then of ecclesiology, in the house that had become his own and which later he had several times to endure being obliged to leave. In the meantime, he had discovered within himself an ecumenical vocation—very rare at that time—which blossomed in the course of the summer stays in Germany and the sabbatical semester in Paris that he took at the beginning of 1932 in order to complete his intellectual formation. After this he was fully integrated into the professorial body of Le Saulchoir, whose reputation was growing under the leadership of its young Regent, Marie-Dominique Chenu. With Chenu, and his bosom friend, Henri-Marie Féret, he formed there a team that was fervent and closely knit.


The different stages of such a formation have long been well known, thanks to Congar himself, who, when he became famous, allowed himself to be persuaded to entrust recollections of it, partial or sustained, to several publications. It is from those of the first kind that we have some brief accounts concerning his childhood in Sedan,2 concerning the influence of a senior person on his ecclesiological vocation,3 concerning his education at the Institut catholique of Paris,4 or concerning his attendance at Maritain’s circle at Meudon, before his entry into the Friars Preachers.5 It is from those of the second kind that we have the more abundant and less fragmented discussions concerning his ecumenical autobiography, at the beginning of the 1960s,6 or his long, tape-recorded conversation with Jean Puyo a decade later.7 Biographers and historians have added to these later publications their personal knowledge of the man and of his rich archives in order to reconstruct his life’s course in a more complete and objective manner.8


All have emphasised how this professional theologian liked to think of himself as also an historian of theology, indeed, as an historian pure and simple, despite the reservations of specialists.9 It was his oft proclaimed fondness for history that also led him to keep the most ordinary papers in the hope that they would assist historians in the reconstruction of the atmosphere of an epoch of the life of the Church. Just after the Second World War and the ordeal of imprisonment that it brought him, the theologian enamoured of history became more involved in this propaedeutic: he began upon his ‘testimony’. Certainly, he refrained from writing Memoirs in the strict and proper sense,10 which the urgency of the tasks he had undertaken and the growing suspicions would in any case prevent him from completing; nevertheless, a ‘testimony’ such as that with which this volume opens presents many of the features of a memoir… Congar does not refer to it explicitly in his ecumenical autobiography, or in his answers to the questions of Jean Puyo; but the framework of it was sufficiently present to his mind for multiple intersections to appear, even in the choice of details. It thus definitely constituted, in a certain manner, the matrix of the later publications of an autobiographical character. That its publication has been delayed takes nothing away from its freshness or from the richness of its contribution, in comparison with what was already known. It even allows one to correct the published recollections on some points of detail; and it scarcely goes beyond the beginnings of his teaching at Le Saulchoir...


Only later was Congar to take up this seam of memoirs again, and then in response to requests. In the meantime, his teaching of more and more diversified audiences and an imposing production of printed works was to make of him one of the protagonists of the intellectual liveliness of French Catholicism. Between Chrétiens désunis (1937)—the first summa on ecumenism in French— and Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Église (1950)—a wide-ranging proposal for reform without rupture—Congar became, with Chenu, Daniélou and de Lubac, the incarnation of a French ‘new theology’ that was less concerned with conformity to late scholasticism than with the return to the sources of Christianity and with dialogue with the great currents of contemporary thought. Even before the Second World War, Congar’s fame in the matter of ecumenism and ecclesiology had gone beyond the confines of his priory: the undertaking of ‘Cahiers pour le protestantisme’ in 1935 (and the conclusion of the investigation of the reasons for unbelief published in the same year by La Vie Intellectuelle); the creation of the series ‘Unam Sanctam’ at Les Éditions du Cerf in 1937; the multiplication of inter-confessional encounters at a high level. Historians of contemporary theology have also taken an interest in the genesis of his thought and of his influence.11


But how did he himself experience the proliferating growth of activity of this kind, and the difficulties that resulted from it? His mother’s injunctions taught him very early to put down on paper the traces of the events that he witnessed. Why not take up such a practice again when he came to have a part to play in events? It is true that this practice made a timid re-appearance at the end of the 1930s by way of the account of three journeys to England in 1936, 1937, and 1939.12 But this resumption has to do only with some trips outside France, the list of which grows longer after the War, with a short trip to Spain in 195013 and three visits to the Near East: a pilgrimage in April 1953, a week for unity in January 1954, and a stay in Jerusalem from April-September 1954.14 This series of travel journals of a strongly ecumenical character, could, for that matter, be the subject of another publication. This one will confine itself to journals that have a more strictly intellectual and spiritual character. In January 1936 he kept, day by day, the log-book of his talks at Sacré-Coeur de Montmartre for the Octave for Unity, which would provide him with the material for Chrétiens désunis.15 In May 1938, fearing that he would encounter some problems as a result of this book, he sought from Cardinal Baudrillart, the rector of the Institut catholique of Paris, a letter of support (which he was not to get). This was during a tense meeting of which he immediately wrote down an account so as to preserve its substance.16 In May 1939 he did the same—in an atmosphere that was more relaxed—after a meeting with the Cardinal Archbishop of Paris, Verdier, who had been his superior at Les Carmes, with regard to the series ‘Unam Sanctam’ that was under threat. The note that summarises its content was to serve as a basis for a later testimony on the prelate ... not sufficiently ‘prudent’ for publication.17


These first attempts are, however, too short and too ill-assorted to merit publication. The same is not the case with the notebooks from the War and his imprisonment, which provide a new proof of the trauma that the military and political collapse of spring 1940 caused among many patriotic officers.18 Like many of his comrades, Lieutenant Congar asked himself about the causes of such a collapse; and he did not dodge a harsh denunciation of those presumed responsible; before distancing himself from the Vichyist propaganda that was spread in the camps where he was interned. These notebooks are, however, closer to the child’s journal of 1914–1918 than to the series of fragments, discontinuous, certainly, but very homogenous, that cover the decade 1946–1956.19


Unity of programme, unity of action, and unity of time, though no unity of place: this homogeneity owes much to the canons of classical theatre. Unity of programme? Congar, who henceforth will be conscious of being a not negligible piece on the theological chessboard, and thus of living through situations the significance of which went markedly beyond his own person to affect the intellectual and spiritual life of the Church as a whole, hoped to entrust a trace of this to the historians who were to follow. An historian himself, in his own manner he was acquainted with the arcana of the discipline and knew how much the lack of sources could hinder research. Consequently, he did not hesitate to infringe the law of secrecy that held sway in the institutional Church so as to set down for posterity his testimony regarding some of the vicissitudes he had experienced. The instructions with which he surrounded this exercise do not allow any doubt to remain regarding his intentions: he intended his journals to be preserved so as to be of use when the time came.20 And he himself showed this by example, in publishing, more than thirty years after the event, his account of the negotiations regarding the attendance of Catholic observers at the Constitutive Assembly of the World Council of Churches (Amsterdam, 1948).21


Unity of action? A second factor of the homogeneity of the documents presented here bears upon their content. For want of anything better they have been given the name ‘Journal of a Theologian’. However, these are not sketches for one or another of Congar’s publications. He was not a writer to polish up draft after draft of his manuscripts, but a teacher, a giver of talks, and, sometimes, a preacher. One must look for the genesis of his thought not in a journal, as with Claudel or Gide, but in his lectures and in his bundles of index cards. On the other hand, he records as rapidly and as precisely as possible the encounters made, the information received, the events that occurred at the point where his activity as a theologian engaged with the life of the Church, in Rome, as in France. Thus these fragments, written down on the spot, should, better than the summaries that he later gave of them, cast a penetrating light on the conditions of theological research in the Catholic Church at the end of the pontificate of Pius XII.


Finally, unity of time. The documents selected open with his discovery of Rome, in spring 1946, and conclude with his impressions of England in September 1956. Just one decade, but a decade to be reckoned with in Congar’s life: the decade of the growing suspicions concerning his orthodoxy that would end by bringing about a more or less complete paralysis of his activity. Thus these bits of a journal are soon transformed into a chronicle of his troubles with Roman superiors, with the pernickety censures that they imposed upon him, indeed with the Holy Office itself. As is known, when he was removed from his teaching position at Le Saulchoir at the beginning of February 1954, Congar was first sent to Jerusalem, then to Rome, for the examination of his positions by the Supreme Congregation, and finally to Cambridge. Toughened by the experience of imprisonment that constantly resurfaced at this time, Congar adopted a stance of interior resistance, sometimes bordering on revolt, while yet remaining faithful to his vow of obedience. Such a testimony is, from many points of view, irreplaceable. Certainly, the difficulties of many Catholic intellectuals with Rome during the old age of Pius XII are well known. But up until now, documentary proofs that allow the measuring of their effect on those primarily concerned have been extremely rare.22 With exceptional acuity, Congar’s journals bring back to life this phase in the life of the Church, which one hopes is a thing of the past, in which the dread of deviation, the argument from authority, the secrecy of procedures, indeed, denunciation, completely controlled theological activity.


The fragments that are published here are anything but a ‘Journal of the Soul’. For they remain very discreet concerning the inevitable spiritual repercussions of an unceasing struggle to obtain justice. His enduring confrontation with censorship nevertheless led Congar to some doctrinal examinations of conscience, and, in the distress of his exile in England, to some outpourings of the soul. The former mark out clearly the contours of a lively anti-Roman complex based not only on the rejection of triumphalist or petty ways of behaving but also on some fundamental disagreements: the rejection of a concept of the Church so centralised as to border on Papolatry; the rejection of galloping inflation in Mariology; the rejection of a ‘cold war’ anthropology that was extraordinarily pessimistic. By one reprimand after another, Congar’s efforts to shift the course of Catholic thought on these three capital points were reduced to nothing. At the time, he despaired of doing justice to the answers to the challenges of the times that he thought, even so, were better adapted to the demands of the contemporary world than the certainties of Rome. He was only fifty years old; but he came to believe that his apostolic and theological work was definitively broken off. He suffered from the silence that was imposed upon him and sometimes gave free course to his helplessness in fleeting and poignant confessions. We know that it was wrong of him to moan. But how could one not understand his complaining, which expressed a love that was wounded by the Church to which he had sacrificed everything? His rehabilitation in the euphoria of the Council cannot completely obscure these moments of doubt which he overcame by dint of will and by identification with Christ. Moreover, the after-effects of pessimism of this kind are to be found even in 1963, that is to say, right up to his full entry into a Council where he was about to play the role that is now well-known.


These documents, which were not written for publication, pose a good number of questions to do with form. Properly speaking, Congar did not keep a journal: he took notes on the spot, in passing, on the side-lines of a host of other activities, concerning those among them that seemed to him worthy of the interest of the future historian. Despite the homogeneity of content that has been emphasised, the collection that is presented here does not constitute a whole, even though most of the elements that go to make it up were consciously collected by their author. Some of them have titles that we have retained (these are mentioned between quotation marks). Others do not have titles: we have given them one, in accord with the content. The way the material is set out deliberately respects this incompleteness: the reader is invited to complement the general introduction with the introductions specific to each chapter, which establish the context and the precise point of interest of each of them. Is this re-assemblage exhaustive? Nothing is less sure. A good many other pieces have recently been added to the list that we drew up in 1996.23 So choices had to be made. The first was to publish only fragments with some degree of substance, having to do with a clearly defined episode: the shortest number only a few manuscript pages; the longest, ‘Roman matters’, numbers eighty-one pages. So we have excluded the short notes, dated or not, scribbled on a piece of paper, which are as it were the crumbs of this fragmentary journal. Only one or another has been able to be salvaged at the foot of a page. We have also decided against publishing the documents attached to these texts, in particular letters, which we have nonetheless made use of in our notes. But, except for the travel journals, all the fragments of some importance are here.


This work of private writing should be understood as just that: typewritten passages are rare among the documents that are published here. Congar wrote them in haste, in a hand that was small and jerky, already showing the signs of his illness. Difficulties of decipherment have nearly all been resolved; where this is not the case, we have adopted a solution that seems to fit the sense, followed by a question mark within square brackets. Most often he wrote straight off, but some second thoughts led him frequently to make insertions between lines, in the margin, even on an added leaf: we have included these in their place, but within square brackets, except where the contrary is indicated.24 {In the English edition, where this seemed necessary for the sake of comprehension, these insertions have been separated from the surrounding text, and indented}. As far as is possible, we have filled in, within square brackets, the names and dates that were left blank in the manuscripts. All the passages or marks within square brackets are thus the work of the editor; all the marks or passages within round brackets are from Congar’s hand. {In the English edition, everything within braces, or curly brackets, whether in the text or in the footnotes, has been added by the translator.} The theologian wrote without re-reading what he had written and thus without concern for formal presentation, as is shown by frequent repetitions and some contradictions in what are basically details. This lack of finishing off has meant the survival of a fairly considerable number of errors. We have corrected the (frequent) spelling mistakes and the (rare) syntactical errors. Similarly, we have corrected the multiple errors of transcription in proper names which, in our view, are more than spelling errors: they lead one to think that Congar did not have a good knowledge of the ecclesiastical world that he was discovering, particularly in Rome.25 We have kept the erroneous form, followed by [sic], only when it makes the identification of the person referred to difficult, and we have restored the correct form in a note. Congar used to write too quickly to respect fixed conventions in matters of abbreviation, underlining, quotation marks, capitals, or punctuation. So we have had to resort to a homogenisation in these various areas,26 particularly when it comes to identifying and filling out the abbreviations or contractions in order to make the text intelligible. On the other hand, we have respected as far as possible the layout on the page and the division into paragraphs: (new line, for example, for a trenchant expression), as well as the author’s specific marks of emphasis: two underlinings (here shown by italic font underlined); an entire line of exclamation marks; part of a sentence in capitals.


With respect to the notes, we have done all we could in our concern to provide the reader with a maximum of short pieces of information concerning the places, persons, publications, and situations mentioned, without, thereby, causing the reader to lose sight of the texts themselves. Their diversity has made this enterprise almost impossible. In this endless task, we have drawn widely not only upon the usual research resources, but on the other Congar papers, particularly his correspondence, which afford an explanation of many of the allusions that are today abstruse.


We have been supported in this task by the precious assistance of three people: Dominique Congar, the nephew of the theologian, who saw to the reproduction of documents and has provided us with many pieces of information concerning the family; André Duval, confrère and friend of Congar, the archivist and memory of the Dominican Province of France for more than half a century, and, finally, Bernard Montagnes, who holds the same position for the Province of Toulouse, and who has kindly read through the manuscript with the precision and knowledge for which he is renowned. My warm thanks to all three for the assistance they brought to a work that is, in a sense, also theirs.


Once the work was done, the great number of lacunae, sometimes minute, led us to seek assistance on many particular points. Thus we thank for this assistance: Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau, Philippe Bourdeyne, Bruno Carra de Vaux, Irénée Dalmais, Jean-Dominique Durand, Maria Teresa Fattori, Janine Feller, Jan Grootaers, Frédéric Gugelot, Yves Guillauma, Roland Humery, Thierry Keck, Jean- Baptiste Lebigue, Pierre-Yves Louis, Marta Margotti, Yves Musset, Jean Nizey, Irénée Noye, Philippe Ploix, Philippe Rocher, Yvon Tranvouez, Nathalie Viet-Depaule, Daniel Zordan.


Étienne Fouilloux
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‘My Testimony’1







This first document is not a fragment of a journal. Whatever its author might say of it, it is altogether like a fragment of a memoir: written between 1946 and 1949 in rare intervals in the midst of exhausting work, it evokes, entirely on the trust of a memory presented as being faultless, some of the facets of the life of the young Congar, chiefly between 1914 and 1932. Certainly, the document does not display any literary intention: its repetitions, sometimes to the letter, prove that it had not been checked over.


However, what we have to do with here are memoirs that are unfinished and that move from back to front. The initial plan had been to shed light upon Congar’s ecumenical vocation. Yet the following pages are confined to the years 1930–1932. They barely foreshadow the ‘Apelles et cheminements 1929–1963’ which serve as preface to Chrétiens en dialogue in 1964, but do not refer to them.2


For, in order better to explain how he came to be working for the bringing together of separated Christians, Congar believed it would be useful to go back over his vocation, priestly and religious, a vocation in which l’abbé Daniel Lallement, his older contemporary from Sedan, held an important place. Congar tried to assess what he owed to this austere Thomist: the foundations of his moral life or his liking for speculation (as well as his short-lived sympathies for Action française), which was no small thing. Nevertheless, he did not follow his master in everything. He accepted neither his exuberant Mariology, nor his rejection of the world; his passion for life and for history carried him along (fortunately!).


Despite an impression of solitude and of hardening of attitude that, it seems, was related more to the first difficulties with his theses at the end of the 1940s than to their origin ten or twenty years earlier, Yves Congar thus did not remain under the thumb of l’abbé Lallement. In third place, he summoned up the long list of friendships that take the reader back to Congar as a boy and to the Sedan of before 1914, then of the War and the Occupation.3 In this way his playmates, his companions at the seminary, and, above all, the great friendships with Dominicans at Le Saulchoir stream past: Fr Thomas Philippe, with whom his rupture over the Chenu affair was to be very distressing; but still more such new masters as were Fr Chenu or Fr Féret (‘Milou’); intimate witnesses of both joys and trials.


After this, one expects a great bravura piece concerning Le Saulchoir before it returned to France in 1939. Disappointment: the Memoirs stop at this point, not to be taken up again.4 Even so, on the way, one will have gleaned from it some foundational attitudes: the desire to encounter the other, not in texts, but in the flesh, at the risk of surprising people; the desire to ‘bring to effect, within the Church, that which was true in the queries and the problems posed by Modernism’; the discovery of Johann Adam Möhler, which was of capital importance in the construction of an ecclesiology that cared about life as much as about structures.





My vocation to ecclesiology and to Church unity dawned in 1929–1930, during that year of my preparation for ordination to the priesthood. So far as I am now able to pinpoint it, from 1929 itself. It was while reading the Gospel of St John, in the context of my preparation for priesthood, that I conceived a great love for the unity of the Church and the unity of Christians. It was while meditating on Chapter 17 of St John that I conceived, or received, this vocation to consecrate myself to Church unity and to re-union. From the winter of 1929–1930, perhaps earlier, my ‘spirituality’ had taken this direction; I had conceived a great devotion for the chapters containing the ‘priestly prayer’.5 Although I had laryngitis, and had had to stop chanting (I remained without voice until the time of my ordination holiday and the beginning of August 1930), I had nevertheless, as a deacon, asked to chant the ‘Sermo Domini’ on Holy Thursday (1930).6 From that time, my idea of consecrating myself to unity and most especially to the re-union of French Protestants, our closest separated brethren, was steadfast in me. I have found (in [?] my notes on the episcopate) a letter from Father Lemonnyer,7 my former Regent, who had understood me to an astonishing degree, indeed read me instinctively, and encouraged me; it dates from Pentecost 1930 and was in reply to a letter from me in which I had shared my idea with him.


Apart from the Gospel of St John, I can see hardly any other factor that could have directed my mind and awoken this vocation in it, other than Saint Basil’s Seminary, at that time under the direction of Father Jean Omez. From time to time we used to see the Fathers from Istina; their work was rather well thought of in both the house of studies and the novitiate.8 At that time I had visited there at least once (I had stayed there the night before my ordination to the diaconate, at Lille Cathedral, on 21 December 1929, but by that time my idea must already have been considerably awakened). It is probable enough that my idea of unity and re-union had benefited from the example of Saint Basil’s.9


Finally, Father Chenu10 had given us an ‘extra formam’ {extracurricular} class, at the end of the academic year, about Stockholm and Lausanne:11 something that was extremely elementary, it must be said. But I no longer recall at the end of which academic year: 1928, 1929, or 1930?12


From 1930 I had decided to work on the question of the unity of the Church and to write my dissertation for the lectorate on this subject.13 As the subject was very large, and as I had never received the least instruction in it, I had to undertake a heavy task of exploratory reading and initiation; I wrote my lectorate dissertation hurriedly and entitled it: ‘Starting points for a treatise on the Unity of the Church.14 [I took my lectorate exam on 7 June 1931 (Domin. infra oct. Corporis Christi).15 When I went back to my room I found everything a bit topsy-turvy; on my table a sheet of paper from Fr Chenu with a bit of teasing and ‘the beautiful days are over’].


I was ordained priest on 25 July 1930, by his Excellency the Apostolic Nuncio, Mgr Maglione.16 That summer, Father Féret17 had to spend some time in Germany, at Düsseldorf.18 Very Revd Fr Provincial, Fr Louis,19 allowed me to join him there at the end of my ordination holiday. [Under Father Louis, ordination holidays were tallied rather strictly. Moreover, he forbade us to preach. And, in order to remove from us the temptation to accept an invitation to preach on 15 August, he had ordered us to return to Le Saulchoir on the 14th], and I arrived at Düsseldorf on 14 August 1930.


The stay was agreeable and profitable for me. I do not want to give an account of it here.20 But it was the occasion of a discovery for me. While I was talking to Father Otto21 about my interests and my desires, he mentioned the ‘Hochkirche’ to me. I was able to borrow some issues of the journal Die Hochkirche from the library, although several considered it strange, even dangerous, or manifested some scepticism about the seriousness of this movement. I read several articles, and made résumés of one or another, took some notes which are still in my file on the ‘Hochkirche’ (at the end). When I returned, or perhaps a little later, I took out a subscription to the journal. I studied the ‘Hochkirche’, I corresponded with a few of its members, in particular Schorlemmer (Mainz). It was on it that I wrote and published my first article on an ecumenical subject (L’unité de l’Église January/February 1931).22 I believe that the articles I read at Düsseldorf at the end of August and especially at the beginning of September 1930 brought me my first breath of ecumenical air. Even though Heiler did not at that time have as essential and active a place in the journal as he was soon to have, his spirit could already be felt in it. [The issues for 1928–30 that I was able to consult at that time were more centred on the ‘High Church’ movement than on ecumenism, as the journal later came to be, reflecting the spirit of Heiler, and drawing life from his energy.]


Heiler’s mind had something of the blurred and the false in it; but he had an energy and a fervour that communicated themselves. He had the gift of opening up ways, of stirring up and bringing together interesting collaborations. I certainly got something from him and I have always felt, with respect to his person, a kind of liking and attraction.23


After my lectorate, it was intended that I should remain in the Le Saulchoir team with Fathers Motte, Thomas Philippe and Robilliard,24 who were in my own year.


During the 1931 holidays, Father Delorme, the chaplain of the French parish in Berlin,25 asked me to supply for him. I was at Berlin from 8 or 9 August to 13 or 14 September. I had little enough contact with Protestants there. Just one visit to Adolf Deissmann,26 at that time Rector of the University, who seemed to be greatly surprised at my approaching him




[nevertheless, he was charming. I had gone to see him on the recommendation of Frau Schlütter-Hermkes. He autographed for me a work on the Una Sancta]





—and a visit to an elderly pastor, formerly professor at the University of Berlin, Dr G Runz. He had been suggested to me by Dr Grauthoff, President of the Franco-German Society, to whom I had made known my desire to have contact with Protestants. Old Dr Runz, surrounded by his family, received me with some suspicion. But trust soon followed. We had a discussion. It was in the course of this discussion that the Legend of the Grand Inquisitor27 was thrown at me, as a major difficulty. I had never heard it mentioned and I did not know what it was. I have certainly made up for that since.


Whereas my confrères Frs Motte and Robilliard were going to do a year’s specialisation, the former at Strasbourg, the latter at Louvain, Fr Thomas Philippe had to teach philosophy straightaway, and I myself, during the first quarter of the 1931–1932 academic year, had to teach the first question of the Summa,28 and the concept of Dogma, in place of Fr Chenu,29 who had left for Canada.


It was then that I had serious contact with the thought of the Modernists, and in particular with Loisy, whose Memoirs had been published just a little before. I read those three fat volumes.30 From that time on the conviction took form in me, with a very definite critical reaction, that our generation’s mission was to bring to effect, within the Church, that which was true in the queries and the problems posed by Modernism. During the following long vacation, before and after the General Chapter that was held at Le Saulchoir,31 Fr Chenu and I chatted open-heartedly and in the freshness of what for me were discoveries and first perceptions. We fell into profound agreement. Respecting both this mission, and the necessity of ‘wiping out baroque theology’.32 [Hence the dedication Fr Chenu wrote at the top of the off-print that he gave me of his article: ‘Les yeux de la foi’.]33 We began a file on this theme. A few months ago, at the beginning of 1946, I pointed out to Fr Chenu that our file had lost its purpose, since ‘baroque theology’ was wiping itself out everyday and the Jesuits were among the most ferocious of those who were doing the wiping out …34


From that time on, Fr Chenu, Fr Féret and I formed a team that was aware of a common mission. Our ambition was to write a History of Theology. We took some notes to this end and we shared ideas and references. But a crushing work-load and life itself prevented us from beginning the work in earnest. For a long time we still spoke of it; several times we were on the point of interrupting other tasks and dividing up the work to be done. There were even some plans for general schemas. The most decisive factor in the destruction of the plan was Fr Chenu’s being monopolised by his foundation at Ottawa. From 1932 to the War, all his brilliant resources were more and more absorbed by Canada. Fr Féret, and I especially, were becoming more and more specialised.35 Our life was filled up from year to year. The War arrived, the events of 1942 …36 And yet, the idea still remained with us that one day we would be able to get down to a common task that would have the benefit of these twelve or fifteen years of work that, while it separated us from one another, always brought us back to preoccupations, options, and orientations of such a kind as this. For the first time since I began this notebook I am able to take advantage of a little bit of time (because, on account of the strikes, there is hardly any post. How long and full my days have been since there has no longer been this crushing correspondence, beginning again, day after day!) So I get down to my narrative.37


I am not at all seeking to write memoirs. I am not assembling documentation of an historical kind. That would be relatively easy to do, because I keep a lot of papers, and most of the correspondence that I receive. [Moreover, I have a list, kept up to date, of the sermons or lectures that I have given, and of my publications]. But I do not have the time for such a task, which in any case is not worth the trouble of undertaking it. Here I am simply trying to establish, to set down in writing, the path my ideas and activities have followed.


When I conceived the idea of this, at the beginning of 1946, then began it a few months later, I was wanting above all to put together a document that might possibly be useful for the history of ecumenism: to set down in writing some dates, some encounters, some ideas, some memories. I will continue to do it. But what I have lived through during the last eighteen months,38 the present state of my ideas, and the awareness I have of the general situation of the Church and the world, lead me to broaden my original plan a little.


In December 1931 I had to decide what I would do with the six months of liberty that had been granted me, for purposes of ‘specialisation’, on Fr Chenu’s return from Canada. I was very undecided. I was thinking of Berlin. Fr Héris and Fr Synave refrained altogether from influencing me.39 It was at the last moment that, guided, I thought, by God, I decided to spend these six months in Paris. I arrived there at the beginning of January and stayed at Blessed Sacrament, where Fr Noble was Prior.40


I worked at my best and resisted trying to do too many different things. I attended two courses given by l’abbé Lallement at the Catho, one by Gilson on Luther at Les Hautes Études;41 and part, at least, of one by Le Bras ibid,42 and some courses at the Protestant Faculty of Theology.43


I had asked Cardinal Verdier if I could attend these courses, and also go to some classes by Loisy, who was teaching in his last year at the Collège de France, and whose Mémoires I had just read. Cardinal Verdier gave me permission for both.44 Then I asked permission from Fr Padé, the Provincial.45 He gave me permission for the courses at the Protestant Faculty of Theology, even though he did not at all see the usefulness of them




[He told me: that has no relevance. What they are able to say that is relevant can be found in their books. I replied that I was going precisely to look for what is not found in their books. I quickly understood, and more and more, that in all fields, nothing can replace contact that is immediate, concrete, and living. It is to this conviction that I allude in Chrétiens désunis, page 249 and 338, note],46





but he asked me not to go to the Loisy classes, even once. So I never saw Loisy and only heard the sound of his voice, one day, at the Collège de France.


At the Protestant Faculty of Theology I attended a certain number of courses by M Lecerf (reformed dogmatic theology) and by M. Jundt (Lutheran dogmatic theology).47 I made the acquaintance of a student, Louis Bouyer, who at that time had a great interest in the Catholic tradition, more in its Eastern-Orthodox form. Through him, I once or twice approached Jean Malbert. Later, after they had become pastors, both of them entered the Catholic Church.48 I had two or three good conversations with M Lecerf. No one at the Faculty said anything to me or asked me anything. I think their attitude to me was quite friendly, but they were probably asking themselves what it was that I was coming there to do in this way.


I encountered the greatest number of Protestant students at the course by M Gilson on Luther, in particular Roland de Pury,49 whom I saw several times in different places. He said to me: ‘to think that we had to have a Catholic teach us again what Luther wanted to say!’… Once, he came to see me at 222.50 He was positively ill at ease, agitated, physically disturbed. I thought he was beside himself at seeing and having contact with a priory.


I also saw several times my friend l’abbé Pierre Baron who, at that time, was working on Khomiakov.51 I owe it to him that I tackled Khomiakov for the first time.52 He introduced me to l’abbé Gratieux,53 and to Fr Charles Bourgeois SJ.54 He also gave me the address of Dom Beauduin. By and large, I knew who Dom Beauduin was, and what he had done. I wanted to see him. And that more as an ecclesiologist than as one working for Church unity. At that time he was living at Cormeilles-en-Parisis, where he was the chaplain of the Oblates Regular. Even then I had wanted to engage him for some real work, and a little later I spoke of him to my confrères at Juvisy (Éditions du Cerf ). It was not to be until several years later that what I wanted came to fruition, at CPL {Centre for Pastoral Liturgy}.55 Besides, in 1932, Dom Beauduin, still suspicious about what he was allowed to do, would not have agreed to undertake anything.56


I used also to attend an ecumenical circle that met at 10 Boulevard Montparnasse, and to which I think it was l’abbé Lallement who took me. There were present Berdiaev, Father Lev Gillet, a few Protestants.57 It was there that I made the acquaintance of Bouyer. I have great faith in God’s guidance in our lives, and in what I call opportunities or encounters. On that very evening, when I asked Fr Noble for permission to go out so as to attend this meeting, Fr Provincial was with him. Fr Provincial told me I was wrong to look for contacts like this, that certain Fathers of the Priory (Fr Chauvin) were criticising me for this and had said to Fr Provincial: ‘you are plunging Fr Congar into apostasy…’ I was very put out, very hurt, a bit shaken. But Fr Noble had given me permission. I told myself that, after all, I myself knew, very clearly, that what I was doing was good and useful; that since, despite everything, I had canonical permission, I would have been wrong not to make use of it. I went to the meeting. It was that very night that I met Fr [sic] Bouyer. On the way back, I said to myself: Now I know why I went there ...


I returned to Le Saulchoir in June. I worked on a Bulletin for the Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques (I had collaborated on this journal since 1931, when I was still a young Father.58 The Bulletin for the Philosophy of Religion was my work; even before that, since 1928, I used to make inventories of journals, in particular, Scholastik).59 I was also working on Albert the Great. I attended part of the General Chapter. I had some good conversations with Fr Chenu, with whom I was profoundly of the same mind. At the end of July I went to Amay, where I was received rather coolly,60 and where I came across l’abbé Couturier, who seemed to me somewhat of a Bergsonian.61


I preached for the feast of St Dominic at Louvain, where the Prior, Father Perquy,62 whom I had met in 1930 at the Münster Katholikentag,63 had come to like me.


Then with the beginning of the academic year, I properly got down to teaching. I moved into Apologetics, which I took over from Fr Jean Courtois.64 I had to teach the treatise on the Church.65 For me, that was a very productive year of work and getting things done. I worked very hard. I was friends with Fr Thomas Philippe, in a friendly, fraternal way. We were pretty much of the same mind, and he was friendly and trusting towards me.


As I had to work up a course De Ecclesia I had to choose an outlook and a plan. I decided to elaborate the mystery of the Church by applying to it the social categories of Thomistic philosophy. I became progressively aware that these categories, with their rigour and their depth, were inadequate fully to account for the reality of the Church and that it was necessary to go beyond them. But, even today, I am happy to have done this work.


I was still, at that time, very much the disciple of l’abbé Lallement.66 I had known him particularly from 1918. It was in the spring of that year that I had had the idea of becoming a priest. Up until then I had thought of anything but this. In 1913–14 I had wanted, very seriously, to become a doctor. During the War of 1914–18 I had no doubt thought of being a soldier: a military doctor; then perhaps a soldier pure and simple. In any case, my mind was busy and I was aware of what I wanted to do. During the first months of 1918 an emptiness opened up within me: an emptiness that I really felt, and that was painful. I no longer saw what it was that I wanted to do. In the evenings, in bed, I used to think of this and I used to suffer a lot on account of this emptiness, which was absolutely new to me. I have kept a very vivid, almost physical impression of it, right up to the present day. And then, in the midst of this emptiness, an idea began to emerge, a kind of interior word would come to me. What if I were to be a priest? What if I had been sent to France to lead it back to God, if I were to preach to people so as to convert them? Later, in 1925, the Dominican idea would become clearer within me; I would perceive that, fundamentally, I had always had, indeed from 1918, a Dominican vocation, a vocation to be a Friar Preacher. But, in 1918, I did not know what Dominicans were, and perhaps even that Dominicans existed.


I had to bear my problem all by myself. I was a little alarmed about what was putting itself forward in this way, about what was asserting itself in this way within me. I felt that I would never be able, that I would never be up to, that I would never know enough to be a priest. Later, I still often had this feeling that I would never be equal to my situation, to my classmates. I had this feeling when I arrived at Les Carmes in 1921,67 I had it when I entered the novitiate in 1925, I had it for the last time, after a fashion, at Colditz. Now (at least until further notice) it is over, I no longer have it. Instead, I have the two complementary feelings, that support one another, both that I am no brighter than another (or rather that others are neither more stupid nor less good than I am) and that I am as strong as and know as much about it as others. Life has brought me this. I no longer dither about taking something on, whatever it might be. Imprisonment, what I experienced there, what I acquired in the bracing milieu of Colditz, has obliterated all timidity in me.68 I have good confidence in myself; at least I hope I do.


When, after having been to confession in the little Protestant chapel that we were using as a church, I was saying my ‘penance’ in front of the altar of the Blessed Virgin, in that spring of 1918, I saw strengthening within myself a vocation that was, at that time, a secret known to me alone. [In this there is a circumstance that, subsequently, seemed to me to have the aspect of a providential foreshadowing. Our church had been burnt down by the Germans in August 1914. The pastor offered us a little chapel that was barely adequate. That chapel, today demolished, served as our church until 1920 or 1921. It was there, in point of fact, that I received my vocation. In the years 1915–1919 I had as a classmate Christian Cosson (now dead), the eldest son of Pastor Cosson. We often had great theological discussions together (in 1917, I think; perhaps 1918 too). In particular, on the question of the Mass and the Eucharist. In order to have something with which to reply to him I had learned by heart the ‘Lauda Sion’69 and, having understood his difficulties, I searched quickly through this text for a detail that would make my answer clearer. So, I was already an irenicist and a Thomist]. I remember that one evening, in the kitchen, while my mother was finishing the washing up, I approached her and said, while leaving her to divine the half of it for herself, how I no longer knew what I wanted to do, how a complete emptiness had replaced my certainties, then how, in this emptiness, there had been a calling, that was growing stronger. She told me it would be necessary to pray…


At Mass one Thursday morning I opened my Imitation at random.70 I found there a passage that seemed to me to be an answer, and that left me with a complete certitude. Later, I found that passage again, but I no longer found in it anything of that which had given me the impression of a precise, certain, indubitable answer. What that passage was I no longer know, and have not for a long time.


L’abbé Lallement—for it is on his account that I have allowed myself to recount all this—had, during the War, organised a schola and a Minor Seminary. Pierre Legée, from the Fond de Givonne,71 used to attend it. I no longer remember the exact moment when I myself went to see l’abbé Lallement. I think the first time was in the summer of 1918. From then on he took an interest in me and made himself my director.72 I used sometimes to go to his seminary, not in order to attend the classes, but in order to play, and also to attend some spiritual lectures that he gave to his pupils, among whom was Paul Boulay.73 He told us about the life of St Martin,74 and I think that life made a rather strong impression on me; that, there too, it was the Dominican ideal that I was feeling attracted to. [He presented St Martin to us as a missionary monk].


L’abbé Lallement took me rather often for spiritual direction. He would be seated at his table and would speak slowly, as if he were following some ideas that he was forming with difficulty as he went along and, at the same time, as if he were out of breath. He would look in front of himself, turning a paper-knife over in his hands; from time to time he would turn towards me, seated beside him. I was pretty well completely silent. To tell the truth, I was both captivated and repelled, attracted and resistant. I was aware of the force and beauty of what he was saying to me, but I did not go along one hundred per cent. He used to speak to me about mortification, about the need to conquer nature, about the Christian and priestly ideal, sometimes, perhaps, about the Virgin, about this or that virtue. In everything that he used to say to me the opposition of the world or of nature to the spiritual life was strongly emphasised. For my part, I was desirous of the spiritual life, and I was often open- hearted, but I was never able to go along with his kind of aversion to the world, the world of human beings, the earth of human beings. I loved life, of which I had hardly known very much since, from 10 to 14 years of age I had been shut up by the War in the little town where I was born, without leaving it, without seeing anything, living within a tight circle of family and classmates;75 then, immediately afterwards, I went away to board at the minor seminary.76 From 1918 or 1919, I had wanted to joint the Scouts,77 and the same desire came back to me again afterwards. L’abbé Lallement forbade it. He saw something of naturalism in scouting. The mere fact of bare knees horrified him. I never completely went along, I never consented one hundred per cent; not even in the moments when I lived most in unison with the fervent interior piety that was, however, a little brutal and fierce, of that very holy priest.


When the War was over, l’abbé Lallement absolutely insisted that I should go to the minor seminary. I would have preferred to have done my matric at the College. There was always, for him, the same line of a life cut off from the world, and for me, the same instinctive sense … After my minor seminary,78 when I was due to begin the baccalaureate in philosophy, the same instinctive sense pushed me, I do not have much idea why, but it pushed me forcefully, not to go to the major seminary in Rheims, but to Les Carmes. [I did not like the idea of putting on the soutane straightaway, of definitively shutting myself away in clericalism. I wanted to give myself time to mature, to become aware of things]. I wanted some air, some contact with life.


In any event, in the summer of 1919, l’abbé Lallement made me undergo one of the most decisive experiences of my life. He offered to drive me, and also Marcel Rougevin, to the Benedictines, who had a place of refuge after the expulsion, thirty-five kilometres from there, at Conques, near Herbeumont {in Belgium}. It was 5 August.79 We arrived at Conques at about midday. In order not to disturb them right on meal-time, we had a picnic and waited. The church-bell was ringing out in the solitude of a small valley of [la] Semois.80 Soon, we presented ourselves, then it was time for Vespers. I will never forget those First Vespers of the Transfiguration. It was a revelation. Every year, 6 August is a blessed anniversary for me. It is to that first contact that I owe my first revelation of religious life. I returned to Conques many times. Since then, I have understood and I feel very strongly that I do not have the vocation to be a Benedictine, but a Friar Preacher. But, in the foundations of my Dominican vocation, there is the solid monastic stratum, and the paternity of St Benedict. L’abbé Lallement had at that time a strong influence over me, even though, once again, I never consented one hundred per cent to his ideal of separation from the world, of denial of the natural, of being cloistered in an ecclesiastical or clerical life of renunciation, of a consecration that was severe and absolute, of the breaking of bonds with the life of human beings. However, it was especially in Paris during my time at Les Carmes81 that his influence really contributed something to my life. Especially from the intellectual point of view, from the point of view of my intellectual make-up. He set me to work immediately on St Thomas (November 1921); he got me to translate the treatise on the angels, then to comment on {Summa Theologiae, Prima Pars} question 85,82 and he used to correct my work. Furthermore, he got me to read the life of St Thomas by William of Tocco;83 I wrote a kind of spiritual biography of St Thomas by way of commentary on his counsels to brother John.84 I used to see l’abbé Lallement from time to time (in 1921–1922 he was living in the House in Rue Cassette).85 He truly contributed a lot to the profoundly Thomistic structuring of my mind.


Every month, he took me to M Maritain’s to a Thomistic circle where M Maritain used to comment on John of St Thomas,86 applying some considerations to the criticism of modern thinkers. [At first this was held at Versailles, then at Meudon].87 Obviously, I was a little boy; I used to sit in a corner, listen, and keep my mouth shut. I am not sure that I learnt much there. I will, for a moment, go back into the circle’s attitude of mind. It was an attitude of a kind of intrepid and absolute faith in the smallest details of the text of St Thomas and above all of John of St Thomas. After that, all the deviations of Kant or of Descartes would be explained by their ignorance of a particular distinction of John of St Thomas. Given this ignorance, all their errors were inevitable: they were derived from it, and were explained by it. This mentality is to be found in Antimoderne, Trois Réformateurs, and the Songe de Descartes. At that time, it was Maritain the convert, the Maritain of Antimoderne and of Théonas.88 Since then, an earlier version of Maritain has somewhat got the upper hand again: the Maritain who was the friend of Péguy and a Dreyfusard, a revolutionary and an artist, the Maritain of Humanisme intégral.89


In Maritain’s circle, everyone was Action française,90 everyone had, to some degree, the attitude that was specific to Action française, constructed, with some instances of clear-sightedness, of a massive simplicism, of a solid mistrust of others, of a brutal conviction of being right, of having the truth, in sum, a group mind, without nuance. There was a literary, philosophical, political orthodoxy, as much as a dogmatic and religious one. It was taken for granted that Ghéon was the greatest dramatist,91 del Sarte the greatest sculptor,92 Maurice Denis a painter without peer;93 etc. To tell the truth, Maritain himself used to get beyond a lot of this; there was at that time a second Maritain beside him, who was an artist, a revolutionary, who was free, and who used to correct the other and who has, since then, got beyond him.94 But the milieu, the frequenters of the Thomistic circle were, taken as a whole, like that.


The Thomistic Circle had a kernel that was robust and mystical; a Thomistic society whose statutes I still have, in which a kind of Thomistic mystique took shape: it was thought that intellectual fidelity to St Thomas, fidelity in all its virginal flowering, presupposed a spiritual life, a life of prayer.95 There is, of course, a profound truth in this, but, in my view, it was tainted by the identification of Thomism




[to be even more precise, of the teaching of John of St Thomas and of Fr Garrigou-Lagrange]96





with THE absolute truth, without deviation, relativity, or anything beyond. The Thomistic Circle held a retreat during the long vacation. L’abbé Lallement took me along to that of 1922, at Versailles. We had our lodgings with the friends of M. Maritain and of l’abbé Richaud,97 at that time curate at Notre-Dame in Versailles. L’abbé Lallement and I had our lodging with an elderly lady in one of the bourgeois and quiet streets, marked by a refined provincialism that was also a bit old-fashioned, such as there are in Versailles. Fr Garrigou-Lagrange preached this retreat, as he did all the others.98 For he was considered to be, alone among the French Dominicans, totally, virginally, faithful to St Thomas, and to have an integral Thomistic grace. L’abbé Lallement, on whom he had made a very deep impression, had brought me up in the cult of Fr Garrigou, whom, nevertheless, up to that time, I had not yet seen. He made a deep impression on me. Some of his sermons filled me with enthusiasm and overwhelmed me by their clarity, their rigour, their fullness, their purity of line, their spirit of faith allied with an impressive intellectual rigour.


We all took lunch together in a hotel near the Park. I was a little dazzled by so many important intellectuals who were so sure of themselves, talking familiarly about things, about problems and about people who, for me, were either unknown, or far removed from me in a distance of veneration and respect. There were present




[Some, perhaps, came only for subsequent retreats: Dalbiez was one such]





l’abbé Journet, a canon of Saint-Maurice d’Agaune, Ghéon, l’abbé Maquart, l’abbé Lavaud and l’abbé Philipon, sometimes Jean (later abbé) Altermann, sometimes Roland Dalbiez, Prince Ghika, some women…99 I still remember that lunch, or after lunch, at Versailles in 1922, where the discussion was about whether someone or other was or was not a Modernist and a liberal. The name of Fr Lagrange100 came under scrutiny: it was thought that there were some appearances of liberalism about him, to do with his positivist and critical spirit; but that, in the end, he was not a Modernist. He had said in front of somebody (I think it was l’abbé Lavaud) who repeated it, that if he had to put his head on the block for the divinity of Christ he would do so…101


While I am writing like this memories come crowding in on me, in astonishing detail. I can see again the atmosphere, even the temperature, the luminosity, the exact spot, the corner of the street, of the courtyard or of the apartment where a particular thing happened, where a particular thing was said. But it is not really memoirs that I am writing.


In March 1922 I became a Dominican tertiary postulant. I had wavered between Benedictine oblate and Dominican tertiary. I was about equally acquainted with both Orders: St Benedict’s in a more direct and concrete manner; St Dominic’s in a more intellectual manner. I loved them both. I was undecided, my reasons and motives for each were about equal in weight. In the end, by a free decisive act that was guided by a sort of instinct, I chose to become a Dominican tertiary.102 That created a further bond between l’abbé Lallement and myself. One day, l’abbé Lallement said something to me that surprised me at the time but that I eventually understood at a later time, when I had truly become a Dominican. What he said was: Everything that I am I owe to St Dominic (he did not say to St Thomas, but to St Dominic). L’abbé Lallement introduced me to Fr Louis, who was Provincial at the time and who lived in an apartment on Boulevard Saint-Germain (his room overlooked Boulevard Raspail).103 Of course, I felt the attraction, the charm of Fr Louis, who at that time, in the atmosphere of the ‘Catholic Renewal’ of the years 1920–1925, exercised a considerable influence in Paris (with respect to the Revue des Jeunes in particular).104 Afterwards, I saw Fr Louis at 222,105 which had only just been got back and was still unfinished (one got to the little staircase near the sacristy that led up to Fr Louis’ cell by going through a succession of little rooms and a narrow, timber-floored corridor). He would always ask me: ‘Do you pray?’ …


When, during my military service, I decided upon the religious life




[in May 1923, with Dom Gontard,106 and with his assistance],





I then asked myself the question: Dominican life or Benedictine life?




[This was my great, my agonising question during the months that I spent at Bingen as sub-lieutenant.107 I was isolated, without counsel, without a priest by my side. That was very hard for me to bear (once more alone, always alone. I shall be alone all my life). The attraction of the Benedictine vocation was made concrete by the presence, opposite Bingen, of the monastery of Saint Hildegard,108 placed there kneeling, as it were, halfway up the hills of the Rhine. At Pradines, my sister put a black hood and a white hood on St Joseph, asking him to choose for himself ],109





I wrote to l’abbé Lallement. At heart, I was inclining towards Dominican life, and it was a little for form’s sake that, as soon as I was demobilised, I put the question to him: black habit or white habit, as though both of them were equally attractive to me. I arrived in Paris as soon as I was demobilised, and I saw l’abbé Lallement who was then living in Rue de Bagneux (it later became Rue Jean Ferrandi).110 He was in dread of Dominican life for me, as he was fearful that I would allow myself to be attracted by the active life and that I would lose my interior life. Fr Louis calmed him down by telling him that preaching was an efficacious stimulant for the interior life. In short, it was the Dominican life that I desired. L’abbé Lallement went to see Fr Louis and came back radiant, announcing to me that I had been accepted as a postulant. L’abbé Lallement had wanted that, though I would be joining the Province of France




[Fr Louis had told him that this was the obvious thing. Except for this, l’abbé Lallement’s preference would have been to see me making my novitiate at Saint-Maximin],





I should do my studies at Saint-Maximin,111 or at least at the Angelicum,112 with Fr Garrigou. This was because he looked upon Le Saulchoir with a great deal of distrust, at least from the intellectual point of view. Le Saulchoir meant a school of historical method, where one wrote up index cards all day long: it meant Fr Roland-Gosselin,113 that is to say, the acceptance of idealism, and the abandonment of a contemplative fidelity to St Thomas. L’abbé Lallement thought that Le Saulchoir’s ideal was to merit and obtain the approbation of University people, people of the Sorbonne, that is to say of the ‘Moderns’; to appear to be ‘broad-minded’ (he abhorred Fr Sertillanges, said some harsh things to me about him. The only time I heard him make an insinuation of a personal calumny was about Fr Sertillanges).114 Fr Louis, whom l’abbé Lallement asked that I should go to Saint-Maximin or to Rome, said that there would be time to see and to take stock.115


Later, when I was a student at Le Saulchoir, or even a young teacher, l’abbé Lallement came there. He had other ‘sons’ there too, at least until 1930: Fr Boulay, Fr Couturier…116 By that time his reservations had fallen away. So he considered that his fears in my regard had not been borne out; that I had remained faithful. Perhaps by then he had changed his way of seeing things; I do not know.


I met him reasonably often in 1932, during my five months stay in Paris. At that time he had complete confidence in me. I felt quite deeply in harmony with him, except on a few points. In particular, I was not able to enter into his Marian devotion. Once (at the time he was living in rue de Villersexel)117 he said to me: ‘Vivo iam non ego, vivit vero in me Maria’.118 I was not able to acquiesce. I would not be able to do so even today, except by making distinctions that would take away from the spiritual impetus of such an expression a large part of its force. This was the beginning of a distancing between l’abbé Lallement and myself: it was not obvious straightaway, but later disagreements were, perhaps, no more than the consequence of it. In any case, he gave me a great deal, intellectually, and when I began my De Ecclesia in October 1932 I did so, to a great extent, with what I had received from him. Even today, what liking I have for ‘precision’, for rigour, for scholastic construction comes, to a great extent, from him.


I saw him again every now and then, but always with liking, and with profit. He really was a superior man, and a priest who had a great purity of life. We had one or two disagreements, I no longer remember what they were about. Small matters. In the course of 1924, at Les Carmes, he realised that I was no longer in every respect an integral Thomist, according to the ideal of the Thomistic Society;119 he was rather dismissive of me, and fed up with me, but that had not lasted and, in any case, I had patched everything up during my military service, if not at the beginning,




[I remember that the first time I went out in uniform I met him in the cloister of Les Carmes (I remember the exact spot). I clicked my heels and held my head high. He said: ‘Just adopt a more ecclesiastical manner!’ … Straightaway, I gave him a deep bow … He took that rather badly, for a while we were not on good terms. But, at the difficult moment of making a decision about the religious life it was to him that I turned with unimpaired confidence]





at least during the summer of 1925, with respect to my difficulties about a religious vocation.


This is how our quarrel arose. I had become friendly, by letter, with M Semprun y Gurrea120 (I think it was due to my Conclusion to the investigation of unbelief in La Vie intellectuelle).121 During the Spanish Civil War he had opted to remain faithful to the Republic, even though he was a staunch and acknowledged Catholic. He even became a minister of the Spanish Republic at The Hague. When Barcelona fell (in [January 1939])122 Seprun lost his position and came to France where, with his seven children, life was obviously very hard for him. I tried to help him a little by obtaining for him some work and lectures for which he would be paid. In May 1939, if I remember correctly, I went to see l’abbé Lallement, and briefly set out Semprun’s case for him and asked him if he could not see a possibility of helping him by arranging for him to give some lectures. L’abbé Lallement adopted a fraught and tragic mien and replied that he would do nothing of the kind, as he did not wish to give an opportunity for intellectual expression and influence to someone who had revolted against the Church and had disobeyed the bishops by opting for the Republic, against General Franco. I said that, at the beginning, the bishops had not said anything and that, even afterwards, what they had said was not all that clear.123 L’abbé Lallement replied that I had no right to say this, that the Church had spoken and that Semprun had set himself up in disobedience to the hierarchy. I repeated what I had said: that what they had said was not all that clear. L’abbé Lallement, still with tragic mien, called upon me to withdraw what I had said, to retract my words. I reflected for a moment and declared that I was not able to retract what I had said, as I considered it to be the truth. L’abbé Lallement then said with vehemence that, under these circumstances, we would no longer have anything to do with one another and that he would be obliged if I would leave. I got up slowly and, without haste, left his room without saying a word. I have never seen him since, I have never regretted my attitude. I do not believe that he has ever regretted his.124 Because, under these circumstances, we would no longer have anything to do in common. [Fr de Menasce125 told me, during the winter of 1948–49, that he too fell out with l’abbé Lallement. He had found in him an intransigence that was unbelievably absolute, that did not even bear on doctrinal questions, but on political questions. During the War, a Jewish woman in hiding who, obviously, was in an irregular situation, asked for the help of his ministry. He refused to go when he knew that her situation was not in order. In the spring of 1949, M. and Mme Maritain, on their return from America, volunteered the information that they were not on good terms with l’abbé Lallement from the day when he, scandalised by the attitude that Maritain had adopted on the Spanish question (and, no doubt, by his talks in Santander,126 which had given shape to Humanisme intégral), asked Mgr Baudrillart to have him sacked from the Institut catholique.127 There you have three narratives agreeing with one another…]


I have often thought of him. He occupied a large place in my life. Without question, I owe him a great deal. I do not disown my debt. When I published Chrétiens désunis, in July 1937, I dedicated a copy of it to him with the following words, taken from Ecclesiastes 1:7, by way of the dedication of the Catena aurea of St Thomas: ‘Ad locum unde exeunt flumina revertantur’.128 It is not that I owe to l’abbé Lallement anything with respect to my vocation to ecumenism; I probably do not even owe him much with respect to my vocation to ecclesiology. [If I do owe him something in this matter it is on the spiritual level: a great love of the Church, of its liturgy … And also, some intellectual leavening agents in sociology; leavening agents that were at work in my classes in 1931-32, but from which I subsequently freed myself to a considerable extent, in favour of reference points that were more biblical.] But I do owe him a lot on two points: first, in the very foundations of my moral life, those foundations that are laid down before adolescence and upon which everything else is constructed. There is a religious grappling with God, with duty, with the religious life, with prayer and in that he gave me a great deal. Secondly, in my intellectual life. He gave me, infused into my core, the liking for precision, for rigorous intellectual construction, the esteem for speculation.


That has been very strong in me, and my subsequent intellectual formation, if it has added, even corrected or modified many things, has not destroyed those initial structures. At Le Saulchoir, when I was a student, I used to think it an infidelity to the contemplative life and to the Dominican ideal to devote oneself to purely positive studies. When the Historical Institute was established at Santa Sabina129 there was some thought that Brother Jordan130 and I should be sent there. I was appalled, deeply troubled. I saw in this an infidelity to my ideal; but also the consequence of what I had been able to show of a liking for history. Because I had always had an irresistible liking for history. Already when I was very young,131 then at Les Carmes in 1924 (l’abbé Lallement had sensed it and thought then that I was becoming unfaithful). It was exactly the same liking as for the life of human beings, the truth of life: this liking that had made me like scouting and that l’abbé Lallement battled against as a tendency in me towards the natural. Afterwards, at Le Saulchoir, my liking for history returned, irrepressible. It was not a liking for history as erudition: for me it was just the outcome of another, different and deeper inclination: the feeling that things could be understood otherwise than in a purely speculative and dialectical manner. Obviously, contact with Fr Chenu stirred up and encouraged this liking in me even more. In fact, I think my intellectual ideal is that of a synthesis of history and speculation, of historical intelligibility and of dialectical construction.


The reasons for my deep disagreement with l’abbé Lallement are, as far as I am able to elucidate them, the following:


1) I never yielded one hundred per cent to his ideal of a denial of the world, his ideal of a pure supernaturalism, his stance against the natural. I always felt that this was not doing justice to something that was true and for which I felt an irrepressible openness. Even as a child, I had always resisted on this point, and I think that he was always aware of this. I cannot, today, consider that I was wrong. Possibly, l’abbé Lallement’s ideal is very fine. I believe that it is also the reflection of an education and of circumstances of life that were very peculiar to himself. Perhaps a particular vocation …


2) I very soon sensed in him, and at once rejected, a certain mistrust with regard to history. And, basically, the root of these two is the same: mistrust or trust; rejection of or interest in what is contributed by the subject, the human being, its creativity, its aspirations.


In this respect, my ecumenism has roots that are entirely foreign to what I was able to receive from l’abbé Lallement; it was born and lived only from the rejection that I always had of what he wanted to impose upon me.


3) His Mariolatry; what I now call the substitution of a Marian- Christianity in place of Christianity.


That goes a long way. At the time of the Chenu affair132 and since then I have considered that the question of Mariology constitutes the watershed between two types of human being. The fact is that Mariolators are on one side, and Christians on the other.


4) A rigidity; an absolutising of the relative; an identification of St Thomas (and of a St Thomas as presented by John of St Thomas, by Cajetan,133 and by Fr Garrigou) with the absolute Truth. A classification of human beings, without appeal, according to this criterion of a Thomism identified with the absolute truth. This was the source of integrist reactions that would go so far as to lead l’abbé Lallement, in all good faith, to denounce his best friends, and have them condemned, these especially, perhaps, because, having been closer to him, they had been, while with him, closer to the truth. This was an unbelievable confidence in the identity of the truth in itself with what he himself held of the truth. In the end, an absolutising of the relative that, in the name of an integral fidelity to what was true, ended up relativising the absolute.


Perhaps I walked along that path in 1921–1922. But, from that moment, I understood with an ever greater and more radiant clarity that an integral respect for the truth required that one should allow the attribution of the absolute only at that unique point that really is such, and that one should grant to the relative its own truth, in a measure exactly proportionate to truth itself. It was there that the ideal, the true ideal of St Thomas appeared. And it was basically on this that I finally parted company with l’abbé Lallement. In our conversation about Semprun, there was not, from my point of view, any political option.




[I had been influenced by Action française since 1922–1923. In fact, I was AF until 1926. Its condemnation, which was hard for me to stomach, in reality represented an unexpected liberation in my life. I think it was one of the greatest mercies that God has shown me. From then on, I progressively disengaged myself from the grip of Maurras and from the viewpoints of Action française. What is more, I had been AF on the patriotic side and in opposition to certain Jacobin illusions; I had never been a Maurrasian and had not even read much of Maurras other than his daily articles.]134





Whether there was on his side, I do not know. But there was a conscious and decided refusal to put the absolute and the relative in their proper places. I hold completely to this point of view.


Then there was the War. I do not know if l’abbé Lallement thought of me. The condemnation of Chenu must have been an opportunity for him to verify and justify all his ways of seeing things. If we had not been parted in 1939 it is probable that we would have been in 1942. Because our reactions would probably have been very different. After I returned from imprisonment, Fr Thomas Philippe,135 who met l’abbé Lallement regularly, said to me once or (rather) twice: ‘You do not see l’abbé Lallement anymore? You know that he is still very fond of you’. I do not doubt that, and, for my part, I disown nothing of the debt that I owe him, which is great. If, one day, I have the opportunity of acknowledging him publicly, I will do it. But, really, we have no enterprise in common. We could only clash, or at least say nothing that was sincere and profound. I have become a very different person from what I was in 1939. I have had the experience of being imprisoned: five years amongst men, years to which not a minute in his own life comes near. There were the events of 1942.136 No, really, it is impossible for me to see him again.


I met him again once, a few days after my return (I was still in uniform), in the Rue des Saints-Pères. I was on one pavement, he on the opposite. For a second, I asked myself what I should do. I resolved to greet him, but without crossing the street and coming towards him. A little before he came to the spot opposite me, he went into a house. He probably did not recognise me. On another occasion, at Sedan, I bumped into him, or rather, passed him, in the same circumstances. I was with one of my brothers, he was with his sister. We greeted one another, nothing more. Finally, one day when I was on my way to catch the train at Évry, I saw him in front of me, going out of the grounds of Le Saulchoir.137 I asked myself if I was going to avoid him; I could have done so easily. All I had to do was to take the little road towards the Seine that I usually take in fine weather. I thought that there was something in this for which I would reproach myself as being unchristian. So I walked behind him, and when I caught up with him, I greeted him. He spoke to me, asked about my recent trip to Rome,138 about the health of Fr Garrigou; then that of my family. I replied objectively, without great warmth. When we came to the suspension-bridge we parted. He offered me his hand. At no point, whether in the words spoken or in the tone, or in the imponderables of the conversation and the contact, was there anything, either on his part or on mine, that went beyond the banal.139


The priory retreat allows me an hour of leisure.140 I have literally not had a minute to spare since I wrote the preceding pages. My intention in commencing this notebook was to set down in writing some points in which I was involved in the development—if not the birth—of ecumenism. However, I have made no particular search amongst my papers. I have kept most of the correspondence that I have received. On several occasions I have kept a kind of little journal (trips to England, to Rome),141 I have often kept, more or less together, papers referring to a particular matter: for example, to an ecumenical meeting.142 But I do not have the time to look at all of that again. If one day someone wants to write the history of the matters in which my meagre self has been engaged he will find and make use of all of that.143 One day I shall try to put some papers in order and to indicate by way of a title what is in my files. In this notebook, in which I am relying entirely on memory—checking some dates, at most—I want only to set down my overall impressions: in the way I see them in my forty-fifth year.


Where to begin again? At the beginning? But it is infinite. I have retained very many memories, and very precise memories, of my childhood. These memories are also very complete and, in many cases, I can see again the context, the physical atmosphere: the luminosity, the warmth, the moment of the day, the impression made by places, the localities we used to go to, or did not; the boundaries I dared not go beyond on my own, and the pleasure of doing so in the company of older people… The fact that I was the fourth of four children has played a rather large part in my life. I nearly always had the companionship of my brothers; I was carried along in their games. Fortunately, my elder brother had quite a bit of imagination;144 for all the imaginative, literary, or poetic side of life I was carried along by him. We often met up with a certain number of companions, children of my parents’ friends and often of their childhood friends; we were invited to one another’s houses in turn and, each time, the group of children played for the entire afternoon: Vauché, Laroche, Brégé, Hennecart, Bacot, Stackler, Auscher; occasionally Goguel... The only companion who was my own was Dodelier, the son of the Colonel of the Dragoons, but that only lasted from 1912 to 1914. The war of 1914 had put many friends or their parents at a distance; from 1914 to 1918 our circle of relations was smaller, very intimate. Many returned in 1918–19 but things and people had changed. More than four years of interruption, that is a lot; children change between ten and fifteen years of age. Outlooks differed, too, between those who had been invaded and had not moved since 1914 and those who had known an entirely different movement of life, often an accelerated one. Similarly, in 1945 I returned with my outlook of 1939 and, once more, I was the witness of a world that had been transformed.


I had a happy childhood; thanks to Fond de Givonne, to the network of invitations, it was spent to a great extent in an atmosphere of a ‘large estate’, with something of the enchanted about it. But many interior moments are pleasant in my memory. I remember in particular the calm atmosphere of our study-room, where we did our homework, especially after the lamp had been lit near us (paraffin or gas). [My grandparents never had anything other than oil lamps at Fond de Givonne.] [I see again that little study-room with everything just as it was: the inscription ‘Know Thyself ’ on the wall; the cupboard where the others shut me up one day and the door of which they were later not able to open. I was suffocating. It was Mama who saved me; rarely have I had a similar feeling of liberation.] Mama used to come with a little book of the Gospels, we would stand up and she would read to us the following day’s Gospel. The formula ‘at that time’ seemed unusual to me, and I used to ask what it meant.


My character was rather difficult.145 Once when I did not want to go for a walk I sat down in the road on the tram tracks: the tram stopped in front of me and its bell rang. My mother gave my sister a signal and she took me by the hand without making a fuss. On another occasion, when I was at the house of my Desoye grandparents,146 I did not want to leave even though it was time and the tram we were waiting for had arrived. I wanted something that was not given to me, and I stayed in front of the dresser and refused to leave. All the others had already left and got on the tram (it was raining). I joined them very late, in a huff, and knowing that I was in the wrong. I can still see the paragons that were sitting beside me. I was spanked, the only time, perhaps, in my life, and was sent to bed without my supper. That was the night that, alone, in my bed, while the others were eating and talking, I read Victor Hugo’s ‘Joan was on dry bread in the black chamber… I will go and take her some jam’.147 That got to me and I cried, whereas the spanking, which was very mild, had left me with dry eyes.


As long as I played with my brothers, my sister, and their friends I was involved in a whole world that was rather narrow, but very lively. What plays we were able to put on, comedies to play, pieces to recite! At the Vauchés, at the Brégés, at our place, above all at Vis-à-vis …148 It was the older ones who put on everything, but, afterwards, I used to have my part. All this happened, in the main, before 1914. During the Great War it took place mainly at our own house, where we had sessions that were regular and rather frequent. It diverted us, we who were used to putting on a show and ‘treading the boards’. I think it was excellent. In winter during the Great War, shut up at home from five o’clock—it was forbidden to go out of one’s house—we had some very profitable evening entertainments. My mother would read to us; because of power-outages, very often by the light of a smoking lamp. All kinds of things. From the whole Bible to Monte-Christo [sic] …149 novels, classical drama, history. … All that certainly awakened and developed the imagination. We ourselves sketched out or even wrote novels, plays, verse.


But after the Great War, when life became less closed in, I quickly enough found myself alone.


Life had become less closed in. No more foreign occupation, no more battles; we used to eat without worrying about tomorrow; we saw friends again, it was possible to get out and about. We got our bicycles out of the hiding places where they had been for more than four years, undiscovered, despite the searches that had been made … There was a frenzy of bicycling; all four of us, one behind the other, rode round not only the garden, but even the dining room! Often, in the evening, I would go for a walk by myself. My brothers and I also had some good walks in the Ardennes.


But soon, each went his own way. Pierre went to Paris to study. Robert got engaged. In October 1919 I went to board in Rheims...150 I began to be alone. Of course, I had companions, and we caught up during the vacations. Like my elder brother, I loved books, and we set up a library. But soon I was very often alone. When I went to Les Carmes, after the second part of my baccalaureate, I had very long vacations. L’abbé Lallement did not want me to join the Scouts or anything like that. So, except for a kind of tutorship that I undertook with the children of the parish on Thursday and Saturday evenings,151 there I was… I would work. I had a fine room that I furnished to my own taste; I began to collect books, files, index cards; I did a little music, painting. But, despite some jobs or outings together with my brothers or friends, from then on I was rather alone. I have remained so, more or less.


It was not that I had no friends; I had lots of them, and one of the things that have given me some confidence in myself is noticing that, everywhere I have been, I have had some very nice friends, usually much nicer than me, often the best of the group in which I found myself… However, I would have liked to have my friends visit me, to have gone to visit them. The situation of my parents meant that I was scarcely able to be host in this way. I was aware from the beginning that all kinds of exchanges were thus not possible. By inclination, I loved the life of connectedness, and I would even have loved ‘the world’: the world of hosting and visiting… I shared this inclination with my brother Robert: my brother Pierre had always been a stranger to it.


My friends were, in the main:


Before the War of 1914, my classmates: the one I had the greatest friendship for was Louis Dodelier. In 1923, I think it was, I tried to get back in touch with him, seeking him out at Saint-Cyr; I did not succeed and that was a disappointment for me. [During the War of 1914–1918, my friends were, besides the family friends that we saw often (the Laroche and Vauché families especially), some classmates, and especially Henri Rouy, with whom I shared not only some larking about, but also some beginnings of literary inclinations…]


At the Minor Seminary at Rheims it was to Paul Jeanjean that I was especially close. And also to Fernand Grossin and, of course, Pierre Legée, Marcel Rougevin, Paul Boulay. For a short while I shared a sentimental friendship of the ‘particular friendship’ kind with Jeanjean. In 1921 he went to the Major Seminary at Rheims, and I went to Les Carmes. Our friendship continued, without anything further of the ‘sentimental’. He became a priest, as did I. I think it was rather strange, and also, I believe, providential, that we met up again in 1941 at Lübben,152 having been together at Colditz, in circumstances that were so particular, and that we were not separated until our repatriation (Lille, 18 May 1945). At Colditz we formed a really astonishing team, we complemented one another perfectly and conducted our ministry in perfect accord. I do not know what I brought to Jeanjean, but he perhaps does not suspect how much he influenced my behaviour and to what degree he contributed to my reactions and to my way of living my life since 1945.153 Because I changed a good deal from 1939, both for the better and for the not so good. My time at Colditz and at Lübeck,154 the life I led, twenty-four hours a day, in complete ‘community of destiny’ with two hundred very fine comrades who were manly, realist, and brave, these have had a fairly profound influence on my behaviour. Later, I shall try to make an assessment of those six years of war.155


At Les Carmes Seminary I had a great number of excellent friends: Fernand Grossin, with whom I had gone there from Rheims and who was my room-mate for the first year… L’abbé Sarraute, so good, so fine, so imbued with both charity and humanity. I owe him an awakening to many fine things and a certain training of taste. My comrades at Higher Military Training (Baron, de Provenchères).156 [My friendship with Baron went beyond our association at Higher Military Training, we were both Dominican tertiaries; we sometimes joked together. I saw a fair bit of him in 1932. But, since then, life has kept us apart and I think that, consumed by his duties at Stanislas,157 Baron has not made use of what he had within himself of the poetic, in fact, of anything except the drab duties of running a junior secondary school]. Gouvernaire, whom I met again, now a Jesuit, at Lübeck. But especially Raoul Dorange. When he arrived at Les Carmes, a year later than I, he was very much the ‘puppy’. The seniors used to make fun of him. What I liked in him, what made us ‘click’, was his generous spontaneity, that impulse he had within him and his inclination to things that were not bland, not banal, not commonplace. I think that he was, from the beginning, very gifted by God; but I think he discovered Christ at the beginning of his years at the seminary. There was a religious and generous impulse at the root of our friendship. When I entered the novitiate he did his military service. We corresponded, sharing our fervour. But he was rather Ignatian, he had a certain distrust of and something of an aversion to Thomism (like nearly everyone at Les Carmes),158 and did not understand Dominican life very well. He always had to come to Le Saulchoir to see me; if he did not have the money, if he was tired, or had other things to do, he did not come. He fell ill of a fever that was related to his fervour, which was in turn, in some of its manifestations, related to a thyroid condition.159 I did not know Raoul at Les Carmes during those years when he exercised a rather dominating influence on some people: fervent, but excessive. I noticed it when I visited Les Carmes after my ordination, in 1930 or 1931. I was glad to see Raoul again; he introduced me to two or three very engaging lads, generous and fervent, with whom he did as he pleased. I thought that this influence of a young priest within a seminary was not very normal. I saw Raoul again in 1932, when he had a little room in Rue Monsieur, with the Benedictines.160 Then, a year later, at Rennes, where he was at that time (curate, I think). I missed him at Fougères, where he was a chaplain to young people or a trade union, in 1938. I never saw him again. It was not until May 1942 at Oflag IV D,161 that I learnt that he had been killed on 5 June162 at the Somme, and in what circumstances. I said Mass for him in the presence of his comrades on 5 June 1942, after a night that I had spent entirely in watching the movements of the guards and the patrols, on the east side of the camp, two days before the failed escape by way of the latrines.163


When I caught up with Fr Gouvernaire again at Lübeck in July 1943 I spoke to him about Raoul; I have since sent him, in writing, what I knew of him and the thirty or so letters I had from him. Fr Gouvernaire had also known him very well, better than I did with respect to his interior life and his activity at Les Carmes. But I doubt that he had loved him more than I had.


Truly, it is the better ones that are taken first!164


At Les Carmes, I was also very close to M Deleuze. This lad from Béziers had a mystical temperament that was extremely keen: his recollection and his life of prayer were striking. He lived the Franciscan ideal. Our friendship was essentially spiritual, a sharing in a very lofty religious ideal. I had the impression that M Deleuze had spiritual intuitions that were almost prophetic. He certainly had views about his future and my own that were based on interior certitudes. He told me that, in this way, he had seen that I would one day render him a great service and that I would rescue him. But I have not seen him again since 1925 and I do not know even where he might be.


With regard to F Grossin, he was a good comrade. We had in common, first of all, our origin in the Ardennes and at Rheims, our friendship from the years at the junior seminary (where we had often worked together for the Superior), a harmony of character that was rather curious, because he was all the more equable in humour, good nature and calmness as I was unenthusiastic and rather less than easy-going. But what brought us together was a sharing in philosophical work, the love of serious things in philosophy and particularly of Saint Thomas; possibly of opposition to ‘modern’ points of view: somewhat in the spirit of Maritain’s Théonas, which enchanted me when it came out. I have hardly seen Grossin again since our time together at Saint-Cyr:165 twice only, I believe: at Sedan, on the occasion of my first Mass; and at Marseilles, in January 1947.


I had some good comrades at Saint-Cyr, but, apart from l’abbé Habans, I did not make new friends.


It was the same at Bingen. However, I had a certain fellowship of ideas with Bernard Nielly. When I left the battalion, at the beginning of November 1925, with the announcement that I was going to move from being a seminarian to being a Dominican, he said to me: ‘In the end, I ask myself if you are not right, if that is not a good formula’. We continued to correspond, but at rather lengthy intervals, because, when I entered the novitiate, out of a spirit of detachment, I made the mistake of breaking off, as far as possible, my earlier relationships. One day he replied to one of my letters somewhat along these lines: ‘If you had written to me a fortnight earlier I would perhaps have joined you. I have just finished a retreat at Angers and it has been agreed that I shall enter that priory…’ I have not seen him since he became a Dominican.166 I had been a little embarrassed, in the correspondence we had had, by the excess of formulas of humility that he made use of in writing to me. I have often noticed, among the Fathers of the Province of Lyons, a humility-complex that sometimes goes so far as to inhibit them, to diminish them, almost to annihilate them. I have seen this especially in Fr Bardel,167 whom I knew at {Oflag} IV D and with whom I am friends, but also in others.168


My friendships within Dominican life are obviously more than friendships. They are relationships of brotherhood, of a common life that is fully symbiotic, where there is more than a presence of one to another, where one really does merge one with another, where one lives together with one another.


Amongst my novitiate brothers, Fr Dorange and Fr Maydieu are those to whom I was probably closest.169 In the studentate,170 I was especially friendly with Fr Thomas Philippe, then, a little later, with Fr Paul Philippe,171 with Fr Delalande, Fr Vandevoorde, and especially Fr de Ménil. With Fr Thomas Philippe, as with Fr Dorange, what most brought us together was metaphysics—My God!—and, to put it in a nutshell, the spirit of John of Saint Thomas.172 If we did not work together a lot, at least we talked a lot together. The exchanges of this intellectual-spiritual intimacy lasted long after our institutional studies. We began our lives as lecturers together, at that time we often shared with one another our experiences and our feelings in a deep harmony. At that time Fr Thomas Philippe had a powerful spiritual and intellectual vigour. Sometimes I rather thought, and said to him, that he did not ‘work’ enough. One day he replied: ‘Oh, I do not work, I live’. I found he had some profound, intense ways of seeing things. I did not change in my feeling for him before he left for Rome.173 We wrote to one another several times. When, in February or March at {Oflag} IV D, I learnt by way of a few scraps of information—I wrote very infrequently to Le Saulchoir, as I reserved my correspondence for my family—of the condemnation of Fr Chenu, and soon afterwards that Fr Philippe had been appointed visitator, I thought that was a mercy. I thought of the years they had spent living and teaching together, of what Fr Philippe owed to Fr Chenu, of what he had so often said to me about this, about how he considered Fr Chenu to be a real contemplative, I thought that he would calm everything down, that he would see justice done for the condemned Fr Chenu, that he would make Le Saulchoir continue on as we had known it and worked at it together, under the direction, or rather the animation and the charisma of Fr Chenu. What I later learned or worked out made me realise that Fr Philippe had behaved rather differently.174 When I returned, after my release, I asked myself what attitude I would adopt. My reaction, not only spontaneously, but also after reflection, which expressed the truth of what I felt was: not to accept it, to react against it, to affirm my fidelity to Fr Chenu, to refuse to offer my hand to Fr Thomas Philippe. When I got back from imprisonment I had a carbuncle on my heel. I was bed-ridden and immobilised for a fortnight, at the beginning of June 1945, at the house of my brother Pierre, in Paris. Some confrères came to see me, among them Fr Hubert,175 who said to me, peace will largely depend on the attitude that you adopt. I had to accept it. I had already drafted a rather cold letter to Fr Philippe; perhaps I have kept it, but I did not send it.176 He came to see me himself. There was not between us the same intimacy and friendship there had been in earlier years, even though he made some approaches towards me along these lines; but I did not break off relations and I accepted. I wrote at the time to Fr Duployé:177 ‘I am collaborating’.178


In fact, I did collaborate, but I kept my distance. When Fr Philippe suggested to me, in September 1945 I think it was,179 that I should join the moderatorium,180 I refused. I made a note at the time of the reasons for my refusal, and I have kept this piece of paper. At that time, moreover, I put together a little file concerning the affair of Fr Chenu.181 After my return, I did not cease to get information, to ask questions. I learnt how things had turned out here, I read the Chronicle,182 the notes taken by Fr Féret or by such and such another. Thus I discovered that Fr Thomas Philippe had behaved without greatness, with an understanding of uprightness, of honour, of fidelity to friendships and to what one knows to be true that I leave to him and do not begrudge him in any way. He was not content to carry out a mission that he ought not to have accepted in the first place, that would [not] even have been asked of him if he had been the man he should have been—because there are some things that one does not ask of certain persons…; he had gone one better than the Roman condemnation, he espoused with conviction, or at least with all the appearances of conviction, reproaches that he knew, or had known and ought to have known to be false. In front of the entire Chapter, summoned for the visitation, in front of Fr Chenu himself, he had accused him of Modernism, of downplaying intelligence in theology.183 That is something that I will never accept. On my death-bed, just as I appear before God, I would like to have enough strength and lucidity solemnly to attest, to protest, to say that Fr Chenu was unjustly condemned by a shabby coterie of ignorant, spineless mediocrities. The same day, yes, the very same day that I heard of the condemnation of Fr Chenu at {Oflag} IV D, I decided that one day I would dedicate to him my De Ecclesia that up to that point I had intended to dedicate to Revd Fr Gillet.184 And the very text of that dedication has been fixed in my heart:




AMICO, MAGISTRO, FRATRI
Mar Dco CHENU
{TO Marie Dominique CHENU
FRIEND, TEACHER, BROTHER}





I do not recall the exact date that my association with Fr Féret began. I do not believe it was very marked at the time that we both moved on together to the novitiate of the professed (as it was called then; now it is called the studentate). I believe it began particularly when he was a young Father, and more still when I became a young Father myself.185 But it must have been well established by then, because it was then that we went together to Düsseldorf (August 1930). I believe that intellectual questions had a lot to do with it, as in many of my friendships. We found that we were very close in all kinds of attitudes, of inclinations and of intellectual appetites and ambitions; to a very great extent this was under the influence, under the influential friendship of Fr Chenu.186 In order to be precise about all of this it will be necessary for me to talk to Fr Féret himself about it and for me to consult some old papers. Fr Féret has always aroused a very great liking; he has a charm of his own, which derives in great part from his purity of life and of ideal, and also simply from his purity, from the ingenuousness of his soul. It is an ingenuousness in both senses of the word, of innocence and of naivety, the latter proceeding from the former. It was an easy matter to pull Fr Féret’s leg. It worked every time, and he took the jest so well. This side of things certainly played a part in our association. At a deeper level, a gift and a faith in the Dominican ideal, a gift and a faith that we shared, even though Fr Féret did so more generously than I did, brought us into communion. But I think that, for all that, the decisive thing was a certain intellectual orientation. How should this be characterised? It is difficult. All the more difficult because, in this intellectual orientation, there is much more than the intellectual, and especially than the ‘scientific’: even though the intellectual and the scientific formed an integral part of it. It is remarkable in the extreme that after having shared in the work at Le Saulchoir in Belgium—in spite of certain differences and even of disagreements187—we have, without consulting one another, followed paths of evolution that remain, even to this day, astonishingly like one another. In particular, after six years apart, although we had perhaps written once, but not twice, during my imprisonment,188 in 1945 we found that we had followed such parallel paths that we were in agreement even in the detail and in the words that we used to describe them. Afterwards, we were together for the trip to Rome of May 1946189 and in what followed it: suspicion, being turned down for Master {in Sacred Theology}. Except that, up until now, I have remained here, while Fr Féret left for Saint-Jacques in November 1948.190


This deep agreement of our attitudes, of our sympathies, did not exclude some divergences. I have made a note of the principal ones in my journal of the trip to Rome. I am more ‘speculative’, I have absorbed within myself more philosophy and more Thomism than has Fr Féret; I am less radical than he, whether in certain deductions from principles that I hold, or in some applications and concrete reformist pursuits. I compromise with things more. That probably comes, in part, from the fact that my life is less pure and less generous than his. Lastly, our choices about things to be done in the here and now are not exactly the same. He is given up to a life of direct action by the word, the gift of himself to people. Especially since 1948, very markedly in 1948–49, I opted resolutely for the writing up of the book on which I had been working for twenty years; I declined many more things; I tried to develop about myself a certain atmosphere of refusal that would protect my work. Especially from the beginning of 1948 I have better realised that it was vain to hope one day to write my book—that is to say, my De Ecclesia, my Essais sur la communion catholique,191 various studies about religious knowledge, Tradition, etc; finally, a certain number of studies on Protestantism and Eastern Orthodoxy—if I did not put off a whole host of things. In the rhythm of 1946–47 I had scarcely time to pass from one thing to the other. I do not regret this: I learnt a lot, I got a lot of things (provisionally) ready; the year 1946 had been, perhaps, the richest of my life, certainly the richest since 1939.192 But I understood in a more realistic and more decided manner that if I wanted one day to write my books I would have to take hold of the means of doing so; that the work of writing requires a lot of continuity—it takes me two to three weeks really to get to grips with a subject…—a lot of free time, of uninterrupted free time. That is why, having done so fairly seriously for a year, I decided that for several more years I would protect my work and turn down what would deflect me from it. I want to finish Vraie et fausse Réforme, which should be done by the end of October or the beginning of November;193 then to set to work on a Theology of the Laity, by making this the subject of one of my courses, which will take me up to Easter.194 And then seriously to get started on my Église, peuple de Dieu et mystiquement corps du Christ.195


I return to Fr Féret, to my friendships. But I cannot speak of my fellowship in work, orientation, and ambitions with Fr Féret without bringing in Fr Chenu. For it was he who was the initiator or the catalyst. Above all he was the incomparable brother without whom we would not have come to the decisive dawnings of the wonderful years 1928–38.


How to go about speaking of Fr Chenu as one ought? The friendship and the fellowship that we had with him for more than twenty years was of a kind so tied up with our lives, with the most simple and the most profound happenings of our lives, that it is not possible to point to a moment when it came about, nor even to indicate its beginnings. I still remember being presented to the lecturers when I arrived at Le Saulchoir. Led by the Dean of Philosophy who was, perhaps, Fr Robilliard,196 Fr Callens and I were presented to those who were going to be our teachers. At that time Fr Chenu was living in a cell that gave on to the kitchen garden, and the gate of that was opposite the cell where Fr Mandonnet was to live and die:197 it was a cell jam-packed with books… Was it because of this, was it because he was to be my professor of Greek? On that evening Fr Chenu seemed to me to be the epitome of the erudite researcher, a collector of index cards… His Greek course interested me a lot: we (he) translated Aristotle’s Peri psyche {On the Soul}; I gave myself thoroughly to this work and wrote some pages on the agent intellect, the immortality of the soul, knowledge derived from mental images etc. I still have those papers. I worked enormously hard during that short year of philosophy, the only one that I had at Le Saulchoir.198 The next year I began theology where, in the course De Deo uno {on the one God} I had an excellent and very enriching year with Fr Héris. Later on I will say what I owe to my various professors and how I see their activities.199 At that time I also had Fr Chenu for one hour each week in the history of doctrines.200 I still have the notes taken in his lectures. I have sometimes gone back to them, and found myself rather disappointed. These pages now bring back to me hardly anything of the wonderful impression of awakening, of entering into the understanding of what had been thought, of the living advances in development that I never failed to experience when being taught by Fr Chenu. What a magnificent man! But when, having got through a light veneer of timidity, one encountered in him the brother, the enlightening, generous brother, open to everything, friendly and ready to help as one struggled to express an idea, ready to help in any research…, then one encountered a master, a friend, and a brother without peer. Gilson once said to me, Fr Chenu is like God: he pours himself out in sharing. In fact, Fr Chenu was ceaselessly trying to understand the other, to help the other to understand and to fulfil himself, to encourage and often to supplement his work. In material terms, Fr Chenu assisted me rather little: infinitely less than some others, and especially less than the first Canadians dedicated to medieval studies, whose work he sometimes did, or redid, entirely. [I have seen the manuscript of Paré-Brunet-Tremblay in the form that it was sent to the printers. It was entirely in the hand of Fr Chenu.]201 I do not even owe him many index cards or bibliographical pointers. In this area it was not so much to him in person that I was indebted as to his library, in which I used to go to nose about when he was away. In itself it was evocative and stimulating. Those two great piles of off-prints made many things available to me. But the exchanges with Fr Chenu, which became almost daily, provided me with a great deal, encouraged me, stimulated me. Especially during the winter of 1932, two or three fine conversations uncovered or established a deep fellowship of inclinations, of ways of seeing things, of ‘way of approach’.202 It was then that we decided ‘to wipe out baroque theology’ and began some files that I still have in just the form they had when I stopped adding to them in 1939. Since the War, baroque theology has been betrayed and ‘wiped out’ by the very ones who were, by profession, the vestal virgins of its sacred fire.203 Let us leave it to wipe itself out. But Fr Chenu told me to go on taking some notes.


We also fell into agreement on this, that it was one of the tasks of our generation to enable the realisation of what was of value in what Modernism sought. This requires a precise understanding.


There are two things in Modernism: both of them had been warped and botched by it, but both of them also conceal genuine problems. On the one hand there was the attempt to apply critical methodology to the given of Christianity, which presents itself as a historical given. It was only this aspect that Fr Chenu brought to light in his article in La Vie intellectuelle: ‘Les leçons d’une crise’.204 On the other hand there was a philosophy of religion that brought with it a complete interpretation of the act of faith, and of the insertion of the believer into the Church (Tyrrell,205 etc). In time, I worked out for myself what was of fundamental value in what this philosophy sought. This is what I call ‘the subjective point of view’; I see clearly the relationship between this and an ecclesiology of the ‘Gemeinschaft’ {community} and a host of other points. One day, I hope to be able to set out the way I see these things. Modernism applied critical method in a rationalistic perspective that was foreign to the deep tradition of the Church, of which most of the Modernists had no understanding. And it turned what was true in what it was looking for in the subjective point of view into subjectivism, which was also rationalistic and entirely individualistic. But, in the necessary reaction against Modernism, what was valuable was thrown out along with what was erroneous. Narrow points of view of a ‘theology’ (?) that was both uncritical and altogether mechanical, drained of the life-blood of the sources and of the content of the contemplation of the faith, were made to triumph. This ‘theology’ triumphed in the manuals, in the works of ‘Lépiciers’ of whatever stamp, whom Fr Chenu went after, in his surveys of scholarly literature and in his book reviews with a sharpness of pen that provoked implacable enemies against himself.206


So it was a matter of restoring to theology its historical dimension and its dimension of living religious knowledge. Even before I knew of him I had a feeling that one man had already tackled these problems: Möhler.207 It was not until 1937 that I really read him, while preparing some studies for his centenary. But Fr Chenu had spoken of him to us, in [the date is missing], in his course on [subject is missing], and I had read at least in part the Extracts chosen by Goyau (who was Fr Chenu’s source, along with Vermeil).208 [I have often been astonished to see to what extent Fr Chenu often prepared his courses with a very limited documentary basis—except when dealing with medieval studies, where his knowledge was direct—: one book, one article, sometimes that was all there was. Subsequently, I got to know his documentation for several of the subjects he dealt with. Often it was a single study, but well chosen, and intelligently read. How often Fr Féret and I have observed that he had the gift of reading at a tangent and of marking off exactly the element that was interesting, suggestive, explanatory.]209 In time, I more and more saw in Möhler a prophetic man who, to an astonishing degree, had divined what the century had most need of. He was not in any sense a Modernist, not even a precursor of Modernism.210 But, a century before us, he had touched the problems that Modernism was to have to live through: problems that, left unresolved on the field of battle that was laid waste by the upheaval, still present themselves to us as the very ones that we have the obligation to bring to flower and to fruition in the climate of faith.211


From 1932, if not even from 1931, our desire for work, which was supposed to have borne fruit in works by each of us as individuals,




[at that period, this meant, in fact: for me, a treatise on the Church; for Fr Féret, a monograph on the Council of Trent (there had also been question of Erasmus, and of the sacramental character). For Fr Chenu?? Lots of things: the edition of Fishacre;212 a treatise on faith; a book on the development of doctrine…213]





materialised as a plan for a joint project: a History of Theology. We took notes, we kept one another up to date about our initial breakthroughs; on several occasions, we had even been either on the point of setting out the major lines of a plan, or of planning to give ourselves a quiet fortnight together in which to elaborate this plan. I still have the notes I took for this History of Theology. I made use of some of them in 1938-39, for writing the article ‘Théologie’ for the Dictionnaire de Théologie catholique.214 Our project lasted a rather long time; perhaps even until 1938. I do not remember exactly whether we persuaded ourselves to give it up, and if so, why. Perhaps Father Chenu’s initial difficulties, or even our several involvements in different jobs made us realise how fanciful this fine project had been. For his part, Fr Chenu founded the Medieval Institute at Ottawa [in 1931].215 From then onwards, he was more and more absorbed by Canada. He used to spend three or four months a year there, and, for the rest of the time, he was involved at Le Saulchoir with Canadians and their theses. Moreover, he was Regent of Studies from 1932. In short, from 1933 or 1934, he was pretty well unable to do his own work. He knew very well that he was sacrificing his own work, but he had a blind belief in team-work, in unsigned work; for him it was a translation into practice, one that I, however, thought to be excessive, of his idea that objectives rule, and, in every case, take precedence over persons. He practised this with a self-denial that, once again, I thought excessive. Because, after all, it is the people who do the work that count: individuals, provided they are inserted into a tradition, carried along by a group and thus generously making their contribution to the anonymous jobs of the group.


Fr Chenu had his limitations. The most obvious was his horror of any kind of organisation: everything to do with committees, presidency, purple sashes (he called them belly bands), official papers. He was as much opposed to organisations as he was in favour of teams, and, on this point, he would have pushed on to the point of anarchy. Put in charge of something, when it came to files or accounts, he was never able to get beyond the stage of a little bit of paper on which, in pencil, he scribbled (in every sense of the word) a few abbreviated marks. He remembered things, but he had no archives.216 It is amazing that, given this ‘system’, certificates of examination got signed by the three examiners and that grades were given. Nevertheless, they were. Though he was scarcely more organised than Thomas Philippe, he nevertheless had more order and clarity. Things happened at the proper time, expectations were met. But not by an administrative route. Everything depended on one man’s astonishing presence of mind. I will not say more here about the Chenu Affair, I shall come back to it later. I should take up the thread of my friends again…


In the ten years before the War we really did have the happy years of our lives.217





1. In the margin ‘28 April 46’. And on the left-hand page: ‘The first idea for these notes was as follows: to pass on my testimony on the ecumenical matters that I was personally acquainted with. For I had been actively engaged, if not in the very beginning, at least in the springtime of the Ecumenical Movement and in the ecumenical awakening among Catholics. Gradually, not because I was writing them as such, for I scarcely had the time to do so, but, as time passed, these notes turned into Memoirs. I thought it would be interesting, at least for some of my brethren, to find gathered together here some concrete, real-life memoirs of a time, quite close in terms of years, that is however already bygone and that, for many, already appears as remote as the Second Empire does to me . . . (22 September 1949)’.


2. Éd du Cerf, 1964, ix–lxiv. On this vocation, see Étienne Fouilloux, Les Catholiques et l’Unité chrétienne du XIXe au XXe siècle, Centurion, 1982, 205–68 (and Jean-Pierre Jossua, ‘L’oeuvre oecuménique du Père Congar’, Études, November 1982, 543–55).


3. See his Journal de la guerre 1914–1918, Éd du Cerf, 1997.


4. Except in 1975, in the conversation with Jean Puyo, Une vie pour la vérité, Centurion, 1975.


5. ‘That all may be one. As you, Father, are in me and I in you, may they also be one in us, so that the world might believe that you have sent me . . . ’ (John 17:21; a text to which all ecumenists make reference).


6. On the afternoon of Holy Thursday, the ceremony of the washing of the feet was followed by the Sermo Domini, the reading of chapters 13 and 14 in the Chapter Room and of chapters 15, 16 and 17 in the Choir—all in Latin and chanted in the same manner as the Lessons of the Divine Office.


7. Born in 1872, Antoine Lemonnyer entered the Province of France (that is to say, of Paris) in 1894. He was professed the following year and ordained priest in 1899. He taught Holy Scripture before becoming Regent of Studies at Le Saulchoir from 1912 to 1928, then Assistant (socius) to Master General Gillet in Rome from 1929 to 1932, the year of his death.


8. The novitiate of the Province of France at Amiens and the house of studies (or studium) at Le Saulchoir, Kain-la-Tombe, near Tournai in Belgium.


9. A seminary for the training of Russian Catholic priests of Eastern rite, founded at Lille by the Dominican Province of France in 1923; it was directed from 1927 to its closure in 1932 by Fr Henri-Jean Omez (born in 1892, professed in 1912, ordained priest in 1922); the ‘Istina’ Centre of Studies was established there in 1927. (‘Istina’ is Russian for religious truth).


10. Marie-Dominique Chenu (1895, 1914, 1919) [from now on, the three years between round brackets after a name signify the dates of birth, profession and ordination to priesthood] was at the time teaching the history of Christian doctrines at Le Saulchoir.


11. The first conferences of the Ecumenical Movement, respectively ‘Life and Work’ (1925) and ‘Faith and Order’ (1927).


12. In the margin: ‘summer 1929’.


13. The degree of Lector in Theology (lectorate) marked the end of Dominican institutional studies and allowed the holder to teach in a studium.


14. An unpublished work, which shows the precocity of the young Dominican’s plans for ecclesiology.


15. Sunday within the Octave of Corpus Christi, which that year was celebrated on 4 June.


16. Luigi Maglione, Nuncio to France from 1926 to 1936.


17. Henri-Marie Féret (1904, 1922, 1928).


18. In the Dominican priory in that town.


19. Raymond-Marie Louis (1872, 1897, 1900), Provincial of France from 1919 to 1927, again from 1929 to 1931, before becoming Assistant to Master General Gillet.


20. In the margin, but without a reference, Congar added: ‘I have found in my notes a page written at that time: I attach it here (17 September 1930)’. In fact, the page is no longer to be found in the notebook: it concerned what we have called the Düsseldorf Profession of Faith, published in Chrétiens en dialogue, xiv–xv.


21. This must refer to Fr Otto M Lula (1899, 1922, 1928), recently appointed bursar of the Düsseldorf priory.


22. Pages 398–403 of this Assumptionist journal. Founded in 1918, the ‘Hochkirche’ was a movement within German Lutheranism that had the intention of ‘restoring within the Evangelical Church the traditional substance of Catholic Christianity without however submitting to Rome’ (definition given by Congar in the encyclopaedia Catholicisme. Hier-aujourd’hui-demain, Letouzey et Ané, vol. V. 1962, col 534).


23. The pastor Friedrich Heiler, born in 1892, became the person principally responsible for the ‘Hochkirche’ in October 1929.


24. Antonin Motte (1902, 1925, 1929); Thomas Philippe (1905, 1924, 1929); Augustin Robilliard (1903, 1923, 1929).


25. Augustin Delorme, of the Province of France (1887, 1920, 1924).


26. He taught New Testament and played a notable role in the origins of the Ecumenical Movement.


27. Congar wrote in Chrétiens désunis. Principes d’un ‘oecuménisme’ catholique (Éd du Cerf, 1937, 41): ‘Catholics are subjects of the Pope and the prisoners of a system of clerical, ecclesiastical hierarchy in which consciences are subservient, the relationships between souls and God are derivative and controlled; a religion by proxy by virtue of the clergy, an ecclesiastical kingdom of which the pope is the autocrat’, and he specified in a note: ‘This idea has found its most thorough expression in the famous Legend of the Grand Inquisitor of Dostoyevsky (The Brothers Karamazov, 5.5)’.


28. Summa Theologiae of Saint Thomas Aquinas: De sacra doctrina.


29. Where in 1931 he founded the Institute of Medieval Studies in Ottawa, at the invitation of the philosopher Étienne Gilson.


30. Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire religieuse de notre temps, Émile Nourry, 1930-1931. Alfred Loisy was the central important figure of the Modernist crisis at the beginning of the century.


31. The Chapter was held from 4 to 11 August 1932; at it, on 11 August, Chenu was made Master in Sacred Theology (the summit of a Dominican ‘intellectual career’), before being appointed Regent of Studies on 3 October.


32. A pejorative expression, indicating, particularly for Chenu, late scholasticism from the fourteenth to the twentieth century…


33. Revue dominicaine, Montréal, 1932, No. 38, 653–60. A bold title, given the posthumous troubles it caused the Jesuit Pierre Rousselot, who fell at Éparges in 1915.


34. An allusion to the work of the team at Fourvière, which was keenly contested by the Thomist establishment(Étienne Fouilloux, ‘Dialogue théologique? (1946–1948), Saint Thomas au XXe siècle, Éd Saint-Paul, 1994, 153–95).
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