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PREFACE 

Gaston Fessard, S. J., His Work Toward a Theology of 

History, is a historical survey of the development of 

Fessard's thought between 1939 and 1960. The work grew out 

of my interest in a theology of history. Fessard was chosen 

for study because of his contribution to the development of 

this theology, and because his thought had not yet been made 

available to English speaking audiences. The study illus­

trates that his efforts to develop a tpeology of history 

were concentrated on employing modern philosophies of history 

and the biblical dialectic of the pagan and the Jew. My 

work includes the critical articles written in response to 

Fessard's publications. It concludes by evaluating, with 

the help of pertinent sources, his use of the dialectic of 

the pagan and the Jew. This is done with special emphasis 

on current exegesis and the emerging theology of the 

continuing vocation of Judaism. 

The help of Dr. Bernard cooke, Rev. Anselm Atkins, and 

George Gerharz is gratefully acknowledged. 
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I NTRODUCTION 

The Compos ition of the Book 

The primary exposition of Gaston Fessard's insights 

concerning historical being, and its application in the 

supernatural dialectic of the pagan and the Jew is found 

1 

in his book entitled De l'actualite historigue, published by 

Descl~e de Brouwer in 1960. This volume was followed by a 

second in the same year, in which Fessard evaluated the 

Christian progressivist movement in France, the influence of 

Communism on the movement, and the apostolate of the priest­

workers which it inspired . The principal concern of this 

paper will be the posi tion of the first volume, which is 

subtitled A la recherche d'une methode . The paper will study 

other articles by Fessard which are relevant. The reaction 

following Fessard's works, particularly the response of 

Fessard's Thomist contemporaries, will be included. Finally, 

Fessard's dialectic of the pagan and the Jew will be evaluated. 

De l'actualite historigue, Volume I, reassembles two 

series of essays, four of which were written some time prior 

to the publication of the book. The first, entitled Direction 

de conscience, originally appeared in the revue Volontes in 

June, 1939. It constituted an inquiry into its topic as much 

from a social as from an individual point of view, and as such, 
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touched the major poli tical confusions existing a t that time. 

The second article containe d in Fessard's book is the 

text of a conference given at the church of Saint Louis de 

Vichy on the third Sunday of Advent in 1940. It was later 

published in the revue cite Nouvelle in February of 1941. 

This essay dealt with the meaning of history and included a 

study of the three spheres of history, natural, human, and 

supernatural. 

A third essay, "Theologie et histoire: a propos de la 

Conversion d'Israel," appeared in Dieu Vivant, number 8, in 

1947. It contains the broad scope of Fessard's thought and 

will be cite d at length in this paper~ 

The fourth and last of the older essays is an outline 

study of the historical and dialectical development of 

society, entitled "Esquise du myst~re de la societe et de 

l'histoire." It studies the ideological genesis of Fascism, 

Nazism, and Communism, in the light of the Hegelian dialectic 

of the master and slave. Fessard elucidated his understanding 

of this dialectic with that of the man and woman, which he 

believed was necessary and more fundamental. 

seulement, en raison meme de la lumiere qui leur 
vient de cet'te origine, je refusais de faire de cette 
premiere dialectique le seul principe de la gen~se de 
l'humanite et je lui opposais une dialectique comple-

.mentaire et en un sens anterieur et superieure, celIe 



3 

de l'Homme et de la Femme. l 

He also introduced the concept of a dialogue o f love 

between man and God, in the person of God's word of love to 

man, Christ. It is this final dialectic which was foremost 

in Fessard's mind, and it was in order to lead us to an 

understanding of it that he had employed and explained the 

dialectics of the master and the slave, and of the man and 

the woman. He saw the .dialectic between man and God as 

fundamental to, and as a paradigm for,. the ultimate fulfill-

ment of the natural couples of master and slave, man and 

woman. 

The first volume of De l'actualite historigue was 

concluded by the inclusion of two essays written just prior 

to the publication of the ensemble. In them Fessara dealt 

with objections to his use of the dialectic of the pagan and 

the Jew. 

His long introduction, which contains detailed analyses 

of the various articles in the volume, as well as answers to 

some of Fessard's major critics, is vital as an explanation 

of the development of his thought. 

The Title of the Book 

The title of Fessard's book requires some explanation. 

lGaston ~essard, s. J •. , De l'actual it~ historique (paris: 
Desclee de Brouwer, 1960), p.5l. 
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It may be translated "historical reality " or "the historical 

present," expressions which appear' enigmatic. "Actualite" 

denotes an ever changing present, limited and ephemeral, 

whereas "historique" refers to the past in its most memorable 

aspects. 2 At the nexus of these two concepts lies a central 

problem which Fessard attempted to clarify and make exist-

entially serviceable. This problem is an understanding of 

this historical, and its influence on present decisions. 

These decisions constitute the fabric of the future. 

L'historigue peut designer ce centre, pourvu 
que par ceterme on entende moins Ie passe a jamais 
disparu que ce qui, en lui, continue de s'imposer a 
qui veut comprendre Ie serieux de son existence, de 
facon a eclairer son avenir et les decisions qui 

I , 3 
peu a peu Ie mettront au jour. 

In the hope of dealing successfully with the need to 

bring the past to bear on the creation of the future, Fessard 

sought an adequate method. He stated that this method must 

be able to envision each problem and event in its historically 

present reality. It must attempt to capture the historical 

element in its own essence, as well as in its rapport with 

the dimensions of being which are more familiar to the 

philosopher and the theologian, i.e., the natural, the 

rational, the supernatural, etc. In light of this, it is 

necessary, according to Fessard, to seek the solution of the 

2Ibid ., p. 9. 3I bid., p. 10. 
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difficulties encountered by means of a hierarchy of v a lues, 

founded on the rapport of these diverse dimensions of being 

with present reality.4 

Fessard believed that such a method would be invalu­

able in understanding the problems of our times. It would 

illumine the situations in which men make the personal 

choices which constitute the formation of human reality, 

both individual and soc.ial. 5 

4Ibid .,pp.lO-11. 5Ibid • ,p.ll. 
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CHAPTER I 

His Concept of History 

6 

A concept of history is basic to any understanding of 

Fessard's thought. His concept of history presents man as 

a being whose reality progresses on a natural and on a human 

level, neither of which is capa ble of being understood either 

alone or in the light of the other. Rather, a transcendent 

intentionality must make itself known in order that the 

history of mankind may have meaning on either the natural or 

the human level. This means that eternity must insert itself 

within the realm of the temporal to make the significance of 

the temporal visible, otherwise, only Ultimate frustration 

can result. 

As early as 1940, Fessard believed that "to have a 

history" is to be engaged in a drama which calls into 

question the totality of one's existence, its ultimate value. l 

It is not a complete reality to term the processes of physi­

calor cosmic evolution history, unless the term is qualified 

by being called natural history. Truly human history is to 

be found only where it has been created by the free decisions 

of men, and where these elections, made successively, have 

IFessard, De l' a ctua li t e hi s toriq ue, p.78. 
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accorded with a destiny k nowingly chos e n by a free and 

spiritual being. 

L'histoire, au sens propre du mot, l'histoire 
humaine ne commence qu'avec Ie premier acte libre, et 
son obj et propre, qui echappera eternellement a toute 
histoire naturelle, ne peut etre que la suite e t 
l'enchainement de ces actes libres gr~ce auxquels 
l'homme accomplit sa destinee d'etre spirituel. 2 

In 1940, when Fessard wrote this, he was able to 

exemplify his position by the political situation which 

existed in Europe, a situation which his own country, France, 

was forced to evaluate in orde r to choose its course. It 

was his fear tha t France might desert true history for 

purely natural p r ogress . 3 Rationalism had given birth to 

fwo mystiques, one of race and the other of class, which 

were embodied respectively in Nazism and Communism. 

C'est alors que de l'id~ologie rationaliste 
commune a l'Occident naquirent deux mystiques nouvelles: 
celle de la Race et du Peuple, celIe du Travail et de 
1 .~ ~ 1 4 a soc~ete sans C asses. 

Fessard believed that the insufficiency of these purely 

naturalistic options would inevitably become apparent. Both 

were founded on the Hegelian dialectic of the master and the 

slave; both would eventually issue in failure. The first 

would perish in its own blood because an order created by 

force cannot endure. 5 The second would defeat itself, since 

2Ibid ., p.79. 

5Ibid., p.84. 

3Ibid ., pp.80-81. 4 Ibid . ,p.82. 



in it the cla ssless socie ty was to emerge af te r a long 

period of labor, which could be accomplishe d only by the 

6 use of force. 

Inherent in the inadequate concept of history which 

rationalist systems offer is their eventual frustration. 

As early as 1940, Fessard told us that history, for him 

true history, is a human-divine drama in which the son of 

God shows us how to be men. It is the spirit of the Son 

which levels the walls between peoples~ Thus, history is 

capable of being fulfilled only in the Parousia. 

L'histoire est, aux yeux de l'Eglise, un drame 
humain et divin tout ensemble et indissolublement. 
De ce drame, I' auteur premier e'st un Dieu infiniment 
juste et bon, dont la Toute-Puissance dirige tout a 
sa guise; et Ie ressort essentiel, cache. sous les 
plus petites comme sous les plus grandes passions 
humaines, c'est une fonciere aspiration a devenir 
semblable aDieu lui-meme. Qui plus est, de ce 

8 

drame Ie principal Acteur, c'est aux yeux de l'Eglise 
Ie Fils meme de Dieu, son Verbe, sa Parole faite 
chair et venant habiter parmi nous, afin qu'a l'exem­
pIe de ce protagoniste divin nous apprenions a jouer 
notre role d'hommes vraiment humains. De ce drame 
enfin, Ie d6nouement v~ritable dont l'Eglise 
poss~de deja avec l'assurance les premices, c'est 
la diffusion d'un E~prit d'Amour dont les effluves 
embras~es renversent les murs de separation dresses 

. par Ie peche entre les peuples, exterminent les 
germes d'inimitie entre les hommes et font cesser les 
querelles qui les jettent les uns contre les autres. 7 

Fessard believed that any history conceived without a 

transcendent dimension will degrade itself, reverting to the 

6Ibid., p. 85. 7 Ibid ., p. 87. 
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level of purely natural history, and huma nity will be the 

victim that is sacrificed to the idol of progress, class , or 

race.
8 

Sacred history, which he defined as transcendent 

history, the consecration of the profane,9 must serve as a 

means of understanding the events and movements of our times. 

Car, sit8t que nous avons compris les moments 
divers de cette histoire sainte dans leur liason 
intime, il nous est loisible de les appliquer en 
quelque sorte comme une grille sur les 6venements 
que nous vivons pour dechiffrer leur sens le plus 
profond et le plus vrai. 10 

Two articles by Fessard, contrasting the Christian 

goal of history with the Marxist eschatology of progress 

without end, appeared in 1949 and 1950. Fessard stated at 

this time that history, in the Marxist sense, is self 

frustrating and ultimately irrational. 

In opposing the desire of the Christian progressive 

movement which sought dialogue with the Marxists, Fessard 

gave as his reason the fact that Marxism is built upon a 

false eschatology. He brought this out in both articles. 

In the first, principally addressed to E . . Mounier and Andre 

Mendouze, entitled "Le Christianisme des chretiens progress­

istes,,,ll Fessard stated his belief that those Christians 

who attempt collaboration with the Communist cause will find 

8 Ibid., p. 88. 9 I bid., p. 88. 10Ibid., p. 89. 

II Gaston Fessard, S. J., "Le Christian isme des chretiens . / 
progressl.stes," Et udes, CCLX (Ja nua ry, 1949), 65 -9 3. 
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themselves enmeshed in its dream of a temporal Parousia , 

and will inevitably lose sight of the true consummation of 

history. They will end by substituting a Marxist eschato-

logy for that of Christianity, believing in theory in the 

transcendence of the Church while contracting an unconscious 

atheism. 12 

In the second article,13 Fessard demonstrated again 

this confusion of "esch~tologies,lI stating that it is only 

the presence of the Word Incarnate amoQg us in the Church 

which can be the true reconciliation of man with his world. 

The Marxist's ideal of progress without end makes it impos-

s '.ible for him to accept an "end of history." This ideal 

constitutes a rejection of the transcendent and involves 

him in a confusion of language. It serves to prove the 

rationality of history for him at the same time that it 

actually condemns history to irrationality. 

Comment concilier la premiere affirmation ou la 
societe sans classes apparait comme devant realiser 
Ie reve de l'eschatologie judeo-chretienne avec la 
seconde ou elle pretend au contraire poursuivre l'ideal 
rationaliste et liberal du progres sans fin? Grace 
a l'Incarnation du Transcendant Verbe Incarne dans Ie 
passe et dont 1a seconde Venue doit avoir lieu dans 
une actua1ite imminente, Ie chretien peut reconcilier 

12Ibid ., pp. 82-83. 

,13Gaston Fessard, S. J., "Signification du Marxisme," 
Etudes, CCLXIV ' (January, 1950), 86-102. 



l'idee du pro gre s avec la fin de l'histoire dont il 
r e conna1t des maintenant la presence en l'Egli se . 
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Mais Ie marxiste dont l ' atheisome se fonde au contra ire 
sur Ie presuppose socialiste de l'unite de I'Homme et 
de la Nature, s'int e rdit absolument de depasser 
l'horizon du temps successif. Pour lui, progres sans 
fin et fin de l'histoire sont done rigoureusement 
contradictoires. Et m@me s' il se voile cette 
antimonie par quelque sophisme, Ie rejet du trans­
cendant qui se reflete enelle, n'en condamne pas 
moins son langage a se contredire et son action a se 
pervertir. 14 

In speaking of the Marxist method as applied by 

Desrocher, Fessard said: 

Elle l'emene en effe t a employer d'une part la 
dialectique pour prouver aussi bien la previsibilite 
et la rationalite de l'histoire que son irrationalite 
et son imprevisibilit e , et d'autre part a user de 
l'histoire pour justifier aussi bien la reussite que 
l'echec de la dialectique. l5 

In this same article, Fessard showed that a Marxist will 

accept collaboration because he sees faith as irrelevant. It 

is the task of the Church to render the eternal present within 

time, to allow Christ to unify history in a true dialectic. 

Here we meet the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew which 

throughout his works Fessard claims reveals the fundamental 

opposition between supernatural revelation and natural 

reason. In a note, Fessard cited the importance of lan-

guage in a dialogue. The final word on the meaning and 

unfolding of history must be the Word Incarnate. 16 

14Ibid., p.89. 15Ibid ., p. 91.° 16Ibid ., pp. 94-98. 
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The publica tion of De l' a ctua lite historigue i n 1960 

found Pessard stating that precisely be caus e man · is caught 

up in the progress of the universe and of humanity, he must 

despair of finding any real significance in the events of 

history without the existence of transcendent meaning. 

Justement parce que l'homme est lui-meme un 
~tre essentiellement naturel e t historique, de toutes 
parts englobe dans Ie double devenir de l'univers et 
de l'humanite, il doit desesperer de comprendre Ie 
sens de ce qui lui arrive, s'il ne trouve Ie moyen 
de s'elever au dessus de la dualite de son ~tre. 
Or, seul l'Eternel qui depasse et embrasse toute 
dur~e, est capable, s'Il s'ins~re d a ns la n&tre, de 
no us devoiler quelque reflet de sa propre vision du 
temps. 17 

It is necessary that there be a history properly 

called supernatural in order that natural life and human 

history have meaning, and that this meaning might enlighten 

out judgments and aid us in making our decisions. 18 

In summary, there is value in the evolutive process; 

this process might be termed natural history. A truly human 

history is to be found only Where men are acting freely and 

with knowledge~-choosing a course of events which is com-

patible with their spiritual destiny. This destiny can 

only be known in the light of a supernatural history which 

is centered on the event of the Son of God's choosing to be 

l7pessard, De t l'actual it~ historigue, p. 12. 

l8I bid., p. 12. 
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among men. This event is made present through the Church. 

supernatural history must serve as a'guide in the formation 

of the choices by which men create their human destiny. It 

must help them in evaluating the movements and issues of 

their times. 

Fessard's understanding of human history always 

required a transcendent dimension. Throughout the years in 

Which he wrote, he appl~ed this insight to the ideologies 

and political problems which arose --,especially to 

Communism, Nazism, and the desire of Christians to collabo­

rate with Communist goals. 
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Fessard's Philosophical Presupposit ions 

and Theological Deductions 

In 1947 Fessard wrote the essay "Theologie et histoire: 

a propos de la conversion d'Israel," which appears as 

chapter three of his book, De l'actualite historigue. This 

essay is the primary source of his early philosophical 

speculations and theological deductions • 

. 
Before beginning an analysis of the position of Israel 

in a theology of history, Fessard made reference to two types 

of philosophy, those of essence and those of existence. The 

former express themselves in highly structured systems such 

as Hegelian idealism or traditional Thomism, while the latter 

dispense with rigid concepts which might sacrifice the freedom 

of man as he faces his experience. Typical of the philoso-

phies of existence are those of Kierkegaard and Marcel. A 

certain tension exists between the two systems and today we 

witness attempts to bring them together in some sort of 

synthesis. 19 Fessard quoted Gilson as asking if the dialec-

tic of essence and existence in st. Thomas does not offer 

itself as the only satisfying solution to the problem posed 

by Kierkegaard. 20 

19I bid. 1'. 96 ~ 

20Etienne Gilson, "Le Thomisme et les philosophies 
existentie11es," Vie Intellectuelle, XIII(juin, 1945), p. 152. 
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It was necessary for Fessard, whose ultimate concern 

was a theology of history, to deal with its philosophical 

basis, and he attempted to do so. He declared that the true 

object of a theology of history is the analysis of the 

structures of human histor ical being and the discovery of 

the dialectic in virtue of which this being might engender 

a supernatural life. 

---Ie veritable objet d'une theologie de 
l'histoire, ce ne peut ~tre la determination d'etapes 
successives dans l'avenir, mais pien plus simplement 
et aussi bien plus profondement l'analyse des 
structures de l' etre his tor i gue humain et la decou­
verte de la dialectigue en vertu de laguelle cet ~tre 
peut s'engendrer a la vie surnaturelle, c'est - a -dire 
devenir Chretien. 21 

In a note appended to this statement, Fessard stated 

his belief that st. Thomas was familiar with the term 

"dialectic," even in its Hegelian sense, and cited the 

tract In Trinitate, IV, as his source. The same note 

affirmed that Thomas was familiar with the term used by the 

Father, "the economy of Redemption." Fessard believed 

Thomas said all that was necessary to justify the use of the 

expression "a dialectic of Christian history." 

••• Saint Thomas, comme philosophe d'abord, 
n'ignore pas ce terme, encore qu'il I e prenne au 
sens aristotelicien et non au sens moderne. De plus, 
il situe tres exactement l a source de toute dia lec­
tique, m~me au sens heg~lien du terme, lorsqu'il 

21Gaston Fessard, s. J., Del'actualite historig ue, 
p. 112. 
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ecrit d ans In Trinitate, IV , I: "Sic i gi t u r p a te t 
quod pluralitatis vel d i visionis rat i o p rima s i ve 
principium e s t ex affirma tione' ve l nega t i o ne, ut talis 
ordo originis plural i tatis i n t e l l i gatur quod p r imo sint 
intelliganda ~ et non ens , ex quibus ipsa prima 
divisa constituuntur, ac per hoc sunt plura." Enfin, 
comme theologien, il n'ignore p as que les Pere s ont 
volontiers parle non seulement de la Providence, mais 
d'une "'conomie," d e la Re demption, dont Ie but est 
precisement de reveler dans l'histoire l a nature divine 
comme trinitaire. II y a la, nous s emble-t-il, tout 
ce qu'il faut pour justifier l' emploi de l'expression 
"dialectique de l'histoire chretienne.,,22 

The complexity of the question of a historical dialectic, 

a complexity which is comp ounded whenone approaches a theology 

of history, was evident to Fessard. He believed that a major 

source of confusion is the double sense, due to the different 

philosophical emphases mentioned above, in which the terms 

philosophy or theology of history can be understood. 23 For 

Hegelianism and other nineteenth century systems, the 

philosophy of history consisted essentially in the rationali-

zation of "human becoming" or the historical process, and 

presupposed a purely speculative metaphysics, for which actual 

historical events furnish a concrete context. The diversity 

of these philosophies and of the metaphysics on which they are 

built has led to the relativism called historicism. This 

largely logical way of approaching the question was followed 

by a reaction which gave primacy to the historical event 

22 I bid., p. 112, n.l. 23 I bid ., p. 113. 
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over its rational predictability or explanation. Thus the 

phenomonologists and existentialists deal more in theories 

of history than in philosophies of histor y, and question the 

possibility of arriving at a universal system such as that 

24 
of Hegel. What emerges from these different ways of 

approaching the unfolding of human history is that historical 

reflection tends not to express itself in an ontology in 

which human reality is seen as an atemporal nature, but 

rather in one in Which this nature is seen to be essentially 

historical. 

Mais la reflexion s~l'histoire a de toutes , 
autres ambitions, puisqu'elle tend de soi a con-
stituer une ontologie ou la realite humaine est 
envisagee non plus seulement sous l'angle d'une 
nature intemporelle, mais en tant au contraire que 
cette nature est essentiel lement historigue. 25 

This is true despite the fact that phenomenologists and 

existentialists today often fail to delineate an ontology, 

and leave the question at the problematic of existence, an 

existence which is hopefully not absurd. It is here that 

Fessard felt a Christian existentialism might make its 

great contribution, by placing at the heart of reflection on 

history not mediation, as did Hegel, but the Mediator whose 

entrance into time brings time within the intentions of the 

26 
eternal. 

24I bid.,pp. 113-114. 25Ibid., p. 114. 26Ibid., p. 114. 
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At this point we have moved into the realm o f a 

theology of history, and Fessard noted that theologians of 

history must first recognize the categories which compose the 

structure of human historical being in order not to confound 

the essential concepts of their dialectic with the symbols 

. . h . th· . d b k 27 or 1mages represent1ng t em 1n e 1nsp1re 00 s. These 

concepts or "moments" Fessard calls eschatological, while 

the symbols are apocalyptic, that is, the former are essential 

for the adoption of a Christian stance in the here and now, 

while the latter refer to some future time. For Fessard, 

the ideas or concepts (moments) are not derived from the 

:philosophical currents of present historical thought, but are 

more fundamental, providing a foundation for human under-

standing and a true witness value. 

In summarizing the preceding ideas Fessard showed 

that a true philosophy or theology of history must make a 

synthesis between the philosophies of essence and those of 

existence. He believed that this position is exemplified by 

the Pauline "historical" or "existential" categories of the 

pagan and the Jew, Which for him expressed the fundamental 

stances of human history before divine revelation in Christ. 

This primary dialectic of the pagan and the Jew held for him 

27 Ibid ., p. 115. 
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the key to the reconciliatio n of being and thought, as well 

as to the elimination of social divisions. As such, it is 

preliminary to, and can be elucidated by , the "existential 

categories" of the "master and the slave" and of the "man and 

the woman." For Fessard, all divisions find resolution, and 

history finds meaning in Christ. 28 

The foregoing section of Chapter I, i.e., 

Philosophical Presupposjtions and Theological Deductions/is 

based on Fessard ' s third essay, Theolo~ie et histoire, sub-

titled A propos du temps de la conversion d'Israel. The 

essay appeared first in Dieu Vivant in April, 1947, and con-

t ,ains an outline of Fessard' s thought - throughout all of 

De l'actualite historigue. 

In 1949 Fessard raised the question of language in two 

pUblications. Both were reviews of the work of other men. 

One, entitled "L'Actualit~ prophetique de Hamaan,,,29 should 

be of special interest to philosophers, historians and 

exegetes who follow the renewed dialogue between existen-

tialism and rationalism today. In his work Hamaan centered 

his research on the problems of language, of exegesis, and 

28Ibid ., pp. 118-119 

29Gas ton Fessard, S. J., "L'Actualite prophetique de 
Hamaani" Etudes, CCLXIII (October, 1949), 116-119. 



of history. He was reacting against rationalism when he 

appealed to Scripture as the source of all truth. Hamaan 

believed that God reveals himself in nature and in word. 

These two orders mutually sustain each other. Man's 
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language with its fundamental images, come.s from his nature. 

The communication of divine and human idioms is found in the 

word. It is in recognizing itself as dependent upon the 

Word of God that human language is able to fulfill its role 

of deciphering the divine intentions itt natural phenomena 

and the events of history. When reason pretends to be 

autonomous in explaining nature and history, it can only 

c~eate contradictions. Reason should lead us to recognize 

our powerlessness. Hamaan vindicated the liberty of man 

before revealed authority in opposition to those who estab­

lish it in the name of reason alone. Hegel, who was familiar 

with Hamaan's thought, believed that this position of Hamaan 

situated him at the heart of the problem of reason and 

exposed its solution, even though only .under the form of 

language. 

Fessard asked why -- if the problem posed to all 

philosophy or theology of history today is, "one might say" 

to reconcile the Concept of Hegel with the Instant of 

Kierkegaard, as well ' as with the Society of Marx (all of 

these seek to answer the meaning of man's existence) --
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the me diatorial role in th is reconcil i a tion might not be 

given to Hamaan's "sacrament of language "? In the Scriptur e, 

God reveals what He is, as well as the rapport of nature and 

spirit, and yet remains the "Mysterium abscondituro." Hamaan 

suggested the key to these oppositions When he asked if the 

idealism of pure Reason might be the wall of separation be-

tween Judaism and paganism. Fessard was quick to see this 

reference to his favorite dialectic of the pagan and the Jew, 

but stated that Hamaan himself did not.develop the thought. 

In an article called "Thomisme et philosophie moderneil~O 

Fessard reported that A. Marc saw the concept of "beinc;r in 

st. Thomas' theory of knowledge as a point of departure for 

a metaphysical reflection which would be close to modern 

thought, even that of Hegel. 

Marc saw the "act of sign" (he had previously analyzed 

language as the sign of our ideas) as the principle of dis-

cernment which permits the philosopher to study all functions 

of the spirit. The act of sign is the mediator which organizes 

them into a whole. It founds the value of thought before the 

absolute. This reflexive psychology changes itself, because 

it is reflexive and synthetic, into an ontology.31 

30Gaston Fessard, S. J., "Thomisme et philosophie moderne," 
Recherches des Sciences Re1igieuses (A propos de la psychologie 
reflexive du pere A. Marc ) XXXVI (1949), 310-320. 

3lI bid . , pp. 312-313. 
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For Fessard, Marc is a n examp le o f h ow to s tudy Hegel . His 

method rests on the principl e that thought Which reflect s 

on its own act is able and ought to remain in act itself. 

This act is the interior word, but also the sign of 

language the words of the proposition ~ich manifest 

thought outside of the subject. Langua ge, from Which the 

word is never able to separate itself completely, serves 

to aid the intelligenc~ in attaining the truth, just as 

much as it is an obstacle c a using it to fall into error. 

It is reflection Wh ich must hold thought in act, so that 

by means of language it might constant ly realize this 

'~presence to the spirit" which is a "presence to being." 

Fessard did not fe e l that Ma rc's Reflex ive Psychology could 

be accused of rela tivism beca use if was founded on the 

unity of thought and being.
32 

He believed that no one would d e ny that Thomism's 

greatest task today is to accept and integrate the truths 

contained in the major systems of philosophy, those 

stemming from Hegel, Kierkegaard and Marx. Fessard believed 

that to construct the bridge between Thomas and Hegel, one, 

must define history as the locale of an eventual meeting 

between God and humanity, and analyze the principles capable 

32Ibid., p. 317. 
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of uniting n a ture a nd grace --- a difficult t ask . 33 

At this point in the present s'tudy of the deve lopme nt 

of Fessard's thought, it is necessary to return to the 

introduction to the article, "Theologie et histoire ••• ;' 

found on pages 13 through 25 of the text and dated 1960. 

In this introduction Fessard expanded upon his concept of 

historical being, having been motivated to do this by 

reactions which he received from the Thom i sts after the 

publication of the original article. 

Shortly after the pUblication of his essay, Fessard 

met with objections. These appeared in the first issue of 

La Pensee catholigue, in an article entitled "L'Eglise 

theologienne, II and in the Bulletin thomiste, (8, 1951-1952), 

p. 428. Respectively, Fessard was accused of speaking of a 

theological dialectic in the same sense as the Marxists 

speak of a historical dialectic, and of carelessly citing 

st. Thomas as justification for the expression "a dialectic 

of Christian history" without any reference to Thomas' theory 

of knowledge • . At this point in the incipient debate a learned 

article was published by the Thomist, Jules Isaac, on "La 

Notion de Dialectique chez saint Thomas." The article 

appeared in the Revue des Sciences philosophigues et 

33Ibid ., pp. 316-319. 
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th~ologigues for 1950. 34 

In his introduction to De l' a~tualit~ ' histor igue 

Fessard quoted a passage in which he felt Father Isaac 

stated the terms of the problem as he saw them. Isaac 

said that in st. Thomas the dialectic is seen as the art of 

discovery in any domain, and its employ admits of only 

probable conclusions. Isaac cited the la llae, q. 57, a. 6 

of the Summa Theologica. He said that Fessard transfered 

the use of the dialectic from the noetic order to the real 

order, commi"tting the same error as do the rationalists and . 

the idealists. Here he quoted from IV Metaphysics, lec. 4, 

573. Isaac also stated that, in Fessard, the dialectic be-

comes the demonstrative science par excellence in its 

legislative function, that is, it becomes the normative and 

formative principle of those systems which it is used to 

explain. 35 Thus history furnishes the principles of the 

dialectic for Fessard. In its executive function, that is, 

in using the dialectic to understand the real, the dialectic 

takes on an essentially historical form. 

34J • Isaac, O. P., liLa Notion de dialectique chez 
Saint Thomas," Revue des Sciences Philosophigues et Theo­
logigues, XXXIV (1950), 485-506. 

3SFessard, De l'actualite historigue, pp.IS & 16. 
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Fessard quoted Isaac as follows : 

. " Nous ne Ie croyons pas et voic i tres brievement 
pourquoi: Ie passage d'une conceptio~ a l'autre est 
du manifestement au rationalisme avec sa confusion de 
l'ordre logique et de l'ordre reel, et a l'idealisme 
avec son identification de la pensee et de l'etre. 
Dans ces conditions, en effet, la dialectique, en sa 
fonction executive, prend in~vitablement une forme 
historique; au lieu d'~tre uniquement l'activite du 
sujet connaissant s' efforcant de progresser dans la 
decouverte de la verite, elle devient -- par une serie 
d~largissements de cette notion primitive, et des lors 
d'une maniere on ne peut plus dialectique -- Ie 
mouvement du Tou~ (Esprit ou Matiere, Classe ou Moi) 
s'inventant en quelque sorte de fa~on progressive ••• 
II est vrai que bien des divergepces se revelent, 
lorsqu'on entre dans Ie detail, selon les positions 
philosophiques adoptees ou celles dont on est plus 
ou moins solidaires ••• Peu importee L'idee commune 
qui commande assurement toute la pensee contemporaine 
ou presque, c'est bien cette idee du dynamisme et du 
progres; et l'on ne peut nier .qu'elle implique la 
transposition, --- essentiellement logique, encore 
une fois, --- a l'ordre reel d'une notion reservee 
par saint Thomas a l'ordre noetique de la decouverte. 

Quant a la dialectique, en sa fonction legisla­
tive, on ne s'~tonnera pas qu' elle devienne du meme 
coup la science demonstrative par excellence, la 
science unique, la sagesse supreme, puisqu 'il lui 
revient desormais de determiner les regles que suivent 
l'Esprit ou la Matiere, la Classe ou Ie Moi, etc., 
dans leur ~volution historique d'etres qui se cherchent. 
Cette fois, comme on est dans Ie theorie et qu 'on ne 
peut recourir au futur, on jugera par reference au 
pass~: l'histoire avec ses faits et ses lois fournira 
les principes de la science nouvelle. (Art. cit., 
pp. 505-506).36 

The legisla~ive function of the dialectic refers to 

Aquinas' notion of dialectic as a quasi-scientific study of 

36 . 
Ibid., pp. 16 & 17 • . 
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a way of think i ng and arguing. I saac was accusing Fessard 

of identifying this quasi-scie nce of thought with the science 

of the laws of the real order, or metaphysics. That is 

what Hegel does. 

The executive function of the dialectic, as Isaac 

interpreted Aquinas, uses the laws of thought in a concrete 

instance of thinking or arguing. Because Fessard used these 

laws not as laws of arguing, but as laws of the development 

of historical events, he was again acc,used of Hegelianism. 

Father Fessard wished that his critic had not stopped 

at this point but had extended his study of the notion of 

dialectic in Saint Thomas. He agreed with Isaac that 

rationalism and idealism are largely responsible for the 

abuse of the dialectic in modern thought. For his part, he 

felt that he and Isaac were not in such great disagreement 

as it might seem, since for him, in his appeal to the 

dialectic of the pagan and the Jew, is it supernatural history 

"with its laws and events which are the principles of the 

new science in its legislative function." In stating his 

belief that the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew would not 

be resolved within time he felt that he was giving it a 

historical form "in its executive function." 

En effet, lorsque j'invoquai la dialectique du 
paien et du Juif, je ne pr~tendais a rien de moins 
qU'a prendre "l'histoire SURNATURELLE avec ses faits 
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et ses lois " c omme "principes de l a s c ience nouvelle , 
en s a f o nction leg is l ative ." De meme , l orsq ue je 
montrai ensuite que cette di a lecti~ i n terdit de 
supposer supprimees dans Ie temps des divisions dont 
la reconciliation definit la fin des temps, ai-je 
fai t autre chose que de h l i faire "prendre 3 en sa 
fonction executive, une forme historigue"? 7 

In seeking to understand why his critics were Thomists, 

Fessard believed that this was not by chance. He believed 

that for st. Thomas the dialectic cannot issue in "science" 

or knowledge, but only in the probable because for Thomas 

there are only two categorie s of being,. In his Commentary 

on the Metaphysics (lec. 4, 573-574), Thomas defined them 

as rational being and natural being. Rational being is all 

that Which is properly the subject of logic, Whether abstract 

or concrete, and as such is coextensive with natural being 

since this falls under the consideration of reason. Fessard 

quoted Thomas as follows: 

La raison en est que l'etre est double: l'etre 
de la raison et l'~tre de la nature. Or, on appelle 
a proprement parler etre de raison ces notions que la 
raison decouvre dans les choses en tant qu'elles sont 
consider6es par elle: ansi les notions de genre, 
d'espece, etc. qui ne se trouvent pas dans la nature, 
mais resultent de la consid~ration de la raison; et 
c'est cet etre de raison qui est proprement le sujet 
de la logique. Mais ces notions intelligibles sont 
coextensives aux etres de Ia nature, du fait que ceux­
ci tombent sous Ia consid~ration de Ia raison; et 
c'est pourquoi Ie sujet de Ia Iogique s'etend a tout 
ce qui m~rite le nom d'etre de Ia nature. Aussi 
Aristote conclut que Ie sujet de Ia Iogique est 

37 Ibid ., p. 18. 
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A 
coext ens i f au s uj e t de l a phi losoph i e qu i es t l ' e tre 
de l a n a ture. 38 

If for Thomas, as for Aristotle, there were only two 

categories of being, this is not true of modern thought, 

which is dominated by the concepts of dynamism and progress. 

There is, according to Fessard, need for the distinguishing 

of a new category of being, that of historical being. 

Theology, as well as philosophy, suffers from the lack of it • 

••• depuis ~ue l a theologie s'est elevee a u 
niveau d'une "science" de type aristo t ~licien , elle 
s'est souciee be a ucoup mQins d' a nalyser l'h is torique 
que de . me ttre e n relie f l a part du n a ture l et du 
rationnel dans l a Reve lation Chre t ienne. 39 

Fessard state d that it i s not unknown to the best 

Thomistic scholars that Thoma s himself was not concerned with 

history. This is no reason why a disciple of his should fail 

to be. Thomas did not hesitate to exam ine and incorporate 

into his thinking the insights of Aristotle. It is the task 

of today's philosophers and theologians to recognize that the 

historical does not exactly coincide with the natural or with 

the rational even while it participates in both. It is for 

them to determine the exact rapport among these three regions 

of being --- to see them over against a fourth, the supernatural. 40 

38st • Thomas Aquinas, o. P., IV Metaphysics, lec. 4, 573-
574, quotea in Fessard, De l'actualit~ h i storigue, p. 19. 

39Fessard, D~ l'actualit~ historigue, p. 19. 

40 I b.id., p. 22. 
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While Fessard was in agreement with I saac that time 

presents a serious obstacle in the hegelian, marxist, and 

other idealist dialectics, he believed that "this obstacle 

could be overcome by the use of supernatural history as 

principle of the dialectical science. This would overcome 

an unreal progressivism by means of the insertion of the 

eternal within time. Nor is this method a pure abstraction; 

rather it is ordained to a clarification of historically 

present reality.4l 

Fessard's position in the introduction, and his article 

entitled "Th~ologie et histoire" may be summed up in these 

words: 
, 

Puisque, par hypothese, l'histoire surnaturelle 
fournit les principes de lila dialectique, en sa fanc­
tion legislative," on ne s'~tonnera pas que celle-ci 
"devienne du m@me coup la science demonstrative par 
excellence, la science unique, la sagesse suprame, 
puis qu'il lui revient d~sormais de d~terminer les 
regles que suivent l'Esprit ou la Matiere, la Classe 
ou Ie Moi, etc., dans leur evolution d'~tres histori­
ques qui se cherchent." Ansi cette dialectique, 
fondee sur l'histoire surnaturelle, s'identifie avec 
lila science unique" ou "la sagesse supreme" des 
saints, qui sont ou du moins tendent a atre en totale 
dependance de I~Esprit de Verite et d'Amour. 42 

The last essay in the volume, published in 1960, sheds 

further light on Fessard's concept of the possibility and 

nature of a theology of history. In it he discussed and 

4IIbid ., · p. 23. 42Ibid ., p. 22. 
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built on Charles Journet's division of theology as it 

d . , d·" 1 h '" 1 . 43 appear e 1n Journet s I ntro uc t10n a a t e o og1e . To 

this he applied his own understanding of the dialectic of 

the pagan and the Jew. 

Journet made fundam ental distinctions in theology and 

its related sciences. A first is that between scholastic 

or doctrinal theology and historica l theology, Which he 

44 
called a form of positive theology. While doctrinal 

theology works to unveil the internal order of revealed 

mysteries, historical theology explore s, under the light of . 

revelation, the whole range of time; it seeks to recover 

the order of the history of salvatio~, and to view the 

concrete in the light of timeless wisdom. 

, 
Mais il reste encore a explorer, pour aut ant 

qu'elle est connaissable sous la lumiere de la 
revelation, toute l'etendu de l'univers du temps, 
et voil~ precisement la tache de la th~ologie 
historique. Docile aux le10ns de la divine sagesse, 
elle s'applique a redecouvrir l'ordre de succession 
suivant lequel a ~te reglee la suite de l'histoire 
du salut; elle est sur de beaucoup apprendre en 
essayant de dechiffrer dans une si haute lumiere 
l'ordre et Ie sens des evenements. En elle s ' acheve 
en quelque sorte la perip~tie de l'intelligence, qui, 
partie de l'~tude inductive de l'histoire et du 

. concret, rejoint maintenant l'histoire et Ie concret, 
mais cette fois-ci par voie d'application, de 
"r'solution," car elle est devenue capable, en quelque 
mesure, de considerer les emenements sub specie 
aeternitatis. 45 

43charles Jou~ne t, Introduction -a l a theolgie (paris: 
Desci'e de Brouwer et Cie., 1947). 

44Ibid . , pp. 73-76. 45Ibid ., pp. 176-177. 
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Historica l the ology is both positive, b ecause it s hows 

the supreme intelligibility of events, and a true theology, 

since it devolves from reason illumined by faith. It is, 

however, to be distinguished from the positive religious 

sciences, whether historical or e~egetical, which must 

precede theologizing. 46 

Finally, Journet asserted that historical theology is 

a theology of the history of salvation, from Calvary until 

the end of the world. While it does not touch directly on 

fue history of peoples and of cultures it does concern itself 

with them, inasmuch as they form part of the unfolding of 

the kingdom of God. It allows for the formation of a 

Christian philosophy of history, culture, or politics. 

Elle ne porte pas directement sur l'histoire 
des peuples et des cultures. Elle n'y touce qu'a 
propos des d 'estinees du royaume de Dieu, qui forment 
son objet specificateur. 

Mais les grandes vues qu'elle peut alors 
exprimer relativement aux destinees tempore lIes de 
l'univers permettront de proceder avec surete a la 
constitution d'une philosophie chretienne de 
l'histoire, ou de la culture, ou de la politique. 47 

several points will be cited here from Fessard's )ong 

essay discussing Journet's ideas on a theology of history. 

For Fessard, the "historique" of which Journet spoke is 

46Ibid ., p. 2~8. 

47 I bid., pp. 201-203. 
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Christian Revelation as it inserts itself within human and 

natural events, in order to uncover for us their supernat-

ural dimension. Thus a positive historian and a positive 

theologian will view the same event from a different per-

spective, and there will exist between them a dialectical or 

analogical rapport. 48 

Because he saw real danger of confusion in defining 

positive theology and Qistorical theology he proposed that 

the latter be called a theology of supernatural historicality; 

this would distinguish the three domains of theology as 

positive, speculative a~ the theology of supernatural 

historicality -- evading the use of the term "theology c£ 

the history of salvation." He saw some correlation between 

these domains and the three categories of being which he had 

distinguished. 

cette division tripartite est d~duite de 
l'analyse de la notion d'historique selon ses trois 
niveaux: histoire naturelle, histoire humaine, 
histoire surnaturelle. Mais, en meme temps, nous 
avons rencontre les trois r~gions de l'etre que, 
des l'Avant-propos, j'ai eu l'occasion de determiner: 
naturel, rationnel, et historique. 49 

Pessard believed that this provides a fertile field for 

an investigation which might illumine the question of an 

ontology of history. 

48pessard, De l'actualite historique, p. 248. 

49 I bid., pp. 252-253. 
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••• l,etre et Ie sens de cette historicite 
surnaturelle cons is tent essentiellement en l'unite 
et la totalite, divinement revelees, de l'etre et du 
sens des histoires hurnaines et naturelles.~ 

It was Fessard's belief that speculative theology would 

be relative without the primacy of supernatural historicality.5l 

He believed that he was correct in interpreting Journet's 

statement that it is less necessary to assemble the data of 

history than to choose the formal point of view from which 

to explain it, as designating the category of the histori-

. 
cal as a formal object -- which must be given the same respect 

as the categories of nature and reason. He felt this was so 

because . in Thomas' theory of knowledge it is the obj ec t and 

not the subject which dictates the formal point of view from 

which this object is intelligible. 52 

It is for the theologian, by means of the category 

of supernatural historicality, to penetrate the totality 

of being from the formal points of view by which it is 

able to be presented. It is for him to elucidate the 

meaning of "being" by the use of language, the manifesta-

tion of rational being. He must know that the ultimate 

rapport between the levels of history can only be revealed 

by the Word of God, made incarnate in nature and history. 

. 50I bid., p. 265. 5lIbid ., p. 263. 52I~id., p. 266 • 



34 

Ceux-ci (refers to the three ways of the spiri­
tual life), sans nul doute, doivent avoir quelque 
rapport tant avec les trois regions de l'&tre: 
naturel, rationnel et historique, dont nous avons 
decouvert l'importance des notre Avant-propos, qu' 
avec les trois niveaux de l'histoire: naturelle, 
humaine, et surnaturelle, qui eux-memes nous sont 
apparus comme fondant la division tripartite de la 
theologie. Si ce fondement est solide, il s'ensuit 
que Ie theologique lui-meme, par Ie moyen de l'his­
torique dont il est en quelque sorte Ie redoublement 
et la reflexion, doit penetrer, en 11 englobant, la 
totalite de l'etre et des points de vue formels que 
celui-ci peut presenter. Or, cette penetration se 
fait essentiellement par Ie langage qui est lui-meme 
l'~tre naturel et historique ou se manifeste Ie 
rationnel. II est donc conforme·a l'essence du 
lang age , et par cons~quent logique, que l'unite et 
la distinction de l'histoire naturelle et de l'his­
toire humaine ne soient r~velees que par Ie Verbe de 
Dieu, incarn~ dans la Nature et dans l'Histoire, et 
en fonction d'une historicite surnaturelle, elle­
m~me determinee par l'evenement et Ie recit de cette 
incarnation. II n'ya pas moins dans Ie mot meme de 
theo-logie 53 

The present chapter may be summarized as follows: In 

his essay published in 1947, Fessard had noted the confusion 

caused by the divergent points of view of the philosophies 

of essence and of existence. He saw that the philosophies 

of existence tended to see man as a being Whose nature is 

essentially historical. He felt that st. Thomas was familiar 

with the term dialectic, and that he could be called upon to 

support the expression Ita dialectic of Christian history.1t 

Fessard moved easily from a discussion of the philosophies 

53 Ibid ., p. 268. 
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and theories of history to a consideration of a theology of 

history based on the Pauline categories of the pagan and 

the Jew. 

In 1949, Fessard asked if language might be the key to 

reconciliation among the theories of Hegel, Kierkegaard, and 

Marx; he felt that the reflexive psychology of A. Marc, which 

constituted a unity of thought and being~ could not be accused 

of relativism. He stated his conviction that Thomism's 

greatest task was to integrate the ins~ghts of modern 

philosophy within its system. 

When writing the introduction to his book, De l'actualite 

historigue in 1960, Fessard defended his use of the term "a 

dialectic of Christian history" on the grounds that super­

natural history, which is not completed within time, was the 

principle of the dialectic. He believed that his dependence 

on supernatural history absolved him from the Hegelian con­

fusion of the real and rational orders. 

At this same time, he called for the conception of a 

third category of being, historical being, to be accepted 

along with the Thomistic categories of real and rational 

being. st. Thomas, Fessard said, had not concerned himself 

directly with history. In discussing Journet's division of 

theology, Fessard reiterated the primacy of supernatural 

historicality, and stated that he felt Journet designated 

the historical as a formal object. 
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CHAPTER II 

The Concept of the Dialectic in Fessard 

The Dialectic of the Pagan and the Jew 

Fessard initiated his discussion of the dialectic of 

the pagan and the Jew in an 8ssay entitled "Theologie et 

histoire" Which was written in 1947 and has been quoted at 

length in the previous chapter. Journet had raised the 

question as to whether the Jews, as a people, would accept 

Christ at some time prior to the paro~sia.l Fessard opened 

his own study by addressing himself to Journet's question. 

It was Journet's belief, as well as that of several other 

scholars -- P. Allo, J. Maritain, P. Feret -- that the con-

version of Israel would take place within time rather than 

at the end of time, for three reasons. The first was a 

desire to harmonize the diverse elements of Scripture's 

teaching about the end of time. The second was the precise 

translation of the fifteenth verse of the eleventh chapter 

of Romans, which is "life from among the dead.:' The third 

was the "jealousy" to,""ard the converted pagans which would 

incite the Jews to be converted. ( Rom. 11, 13-14)2 

lAbbe Charles Journet, Destinees d'Israel: A propos 
du "Salut par les juif"de Le on Bloy (Fribourg-paris, Egloff, 
1945) • . 

2Fessard, De l' actualit~ historigue, pp. 98-99. 
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Fessard was not in a greement with Journet and ques-

tioned the readiness of the Thomists to abandon the position 

of st. Thomas. 3 Quoting Romans 11:12-15 he stated that such 

expressions as "the riches of the Gentiles," "the riches of 

the world" which the decline and offense . of the Jews pre-

cipitated, and "reconciliation of the world" which followed 

on their rejection could only be surpassed at their return 

by the plenitude of the Parousia, or "life from the dead.,,4 

This was the position of ancient exegetes who saw Jews and 

pagans as "historical categories" more than as "phenomenal 

realities.1l Their exegesis was more spiritual than literal. 5 

Fessard believed that, for Paul, the categories were first 

part of his experiences on missionary journeys, but later 

became symbolic of Il ex istential attitudes" which men assume 

before God, so that finally the pagan and the Jew became 

historical categories. 

Tout naturellement, au cours de cette reflexion, 
pa"iens et juifs qui sont d'abord des realites histori­
ques phenomenales, se sty1isent pour ainsi dire en 
Il a ttitudes existentielles," characterisant les posi­
tions diverses de l'homme en face de Dieu, si bien 
que finalement "Ie Palen" et "Ie juifll apparaissent 
comme des Il categories historiques" dont Ie jeu, 
fonction de l'avant et de l'apresdu Christ, definit 

? " 
Ie devenir-chretien de chaque homme comme de toute 
l'humanit~, par rapport au second Avenement, fin de 
l'histoire. 6 

3Ibid ., p. 100. 

6 Ibid . , p. 104. 

4 Ibid ., pp. 102-103. 5Ibid., p. 103. 
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Fessard felt that Paul was showing us that the 

opposition of the Jew and p agan before Christ constitutes 

the pivot of all history, and their reconciliation its 

end, cf. also Ephesians 11.7 He saw the Pauline dialectic 

of the pagan and the Jew before Christ as revelatory of 

human nature, which is always divided between the need to 

incarnate the absolute in the sensible (which is idolatry), 

and the demand of reason to reject any "given" data (which 

is incredulity). 

"En effet, l'inimitie des deux peuples revele 
la verite de la nature humaine, toujours divisee 
entre Ie besoin d'incarner l' a bsolu dans le sensible-­
besoin qui fait le pa'ien idol~tre--et l'exigence, 
essentielle a la raison, de transcender tout donne-­
exigence qui fait Ie juif incredule et rejete. 8 

Fessard asked how the true value of the opposition of 

the pagan and the Jew in Paul could be maintained if the 

traditional exegesis were not followed. He saw its renun-

ciation as a denial of the worth of the dialectic and believed 

that the new interpretation sacrificed the atemporal value of 

h 
. 9 

t e categorl.es. 

sacrifier la valeur intemporelle de categories 
historiques, tel est le reproche que nous venons 
d'adresser aux thomistes partisans de l'opinion 
nouvelle sur la conversion des juifs. 10 

7 Ibid ., pp. 104-105. 
-- t 

9 Ibid ., pp. 108-109. 

8 I bid., p. 1.07. 

10Ibid., p. 109. 
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In 1960 Fessard returned to the dialectic of the 

pagan and the Jew to discuss it at length, and to defend 

his own use of it. The introduction to Del'actualit~ 

historique will be cited here. In it Fessard contended 

again that if the divisions between man and woman, master 

and slave, Greek and Jew cannot hope to be completely 

resolved in time, neither can the historical manifestation 

par excellence of the )'mystery of iniquity" which is 

destroyed by the Cross of Christ?ll 

In the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew the Old and 

New Testaments are separated by the death and resurrection 

of Christ. In the light of the Christ event the position 

of both pagans and Jews was reversed. The chosen Jews, 

except for the remnant of the disciples, became rejected for 

their incredulity. The idolatrous pagans were called to 

conversion. The termination of history will come about 

When both groups are reunited. The Church is the presence 

of this unity, this end of time, within time. 

L'essentiel en est d'ailleurs implicitement 
saisi par quiconque n'ignore pas qu'aux yeux du 
chretien le temps historique se divise en deux 
periodes, Ancien et Nouveaux Testament, separees 
par la mort et la resurrection du Christ, et 
caracterisees par le renversement de la situation 
respective des Juifs et des Paiens en face de Dieu. 
Avant le Chr i st, Israel est le peuple elu par 

llIbid., pp. 110-111. 



oppositions aux nations idol~tres: apres Ie Christ, 
les Juifs s ont, i l'exception du petit "reste~ des 
disciples fideles, rej ectes dans l'incredulit~ 
pendant que les Palens idolatres sont appe les a la 
conversion, la fin de l'histoire etant determinee 
par la reunion de ces deux totalites. En tant 
qu'elle rend deja presente dans Ie temps cette fin 
de l'histoire, l'Eglise ainsi que chaque chretien 
en elle peut etre defini comme l'unite du Juif elu 
et du Palen converti, qui s'oppose tant au Juif 
incredule qu'au Palen idolatre. 12 
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For Fessard this dialectic projects a decisive light 

on present problems because it reveals the religious sense 

of the totalitarian idealogies which dominate our times. It 

shows the nexus of the choice to be made before these 

ideologies, as before the fact of God in time. 

Correlatives et fina lement convergentes, ces 
deux inimities mortelles (N. &· C.) font apparaltre Ie 
sens et l'origine commune des ~elections" contraires 
revendiqu~es par ces ideologies rivales . · Elles 
attestent que Ie Naz isme represente e t rend presente 
a nouveau la volonte de puissa nce du paganisme 
converti mais retournant a l'idol~trie, comme de 
son c$te Ie Communisme l'appetit de jouissance du 
judaisme incredule, mais conserv ant touj ours l'ideal 
de son messianisme tempore l . I 3 

The dialectic of the pagan and the Jew is central for 

Fessard. He believed that it can be used to evaluate the 

political currents anaideologies of our times. Following a 

book by Jeanne Hersch entitled Id~ologies et Realite, he 

analyzed the Fascist, Nazi, and Communist ideologies.
14 

12Ibid ., pp. ,38-39, n.lo 13Ibid ., p. 39. 

14Jeanne Hersch, Ideologies et realite (Paris: 
Librarie Plon, 1956). 
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It caused him considerable concern that some Catholics, and 

among them Thomists, hesitated to reject Communism totally, 

not seeing in it, as he did, an ideology which is intrin­

sically antithetical to Christianity.1S Fessard cited 

Jeanne Hersch's definition of a totalitarian state and 

concurred with it. For her, a totalitarian state is one 

which seeks to know, dominate, and master reality in its 

totality, to the exclusion of all transcendence. The role 

of religion is assumed by the state, and the qualities of 

the divine by its chief. 16 

For Fessard, this anti-religious attitude can be seen 

in the way a particular ideology relates to the Church. 

Another criterion for judging the internal constitution of 

a regime is by observing the enemies it chooses. Again, 

Fessard fo11o",ed Jeanne Hersch, who argued that it is 

necessary . for a totalitarian regime to choose its enemies 

from the beginning, in order to define its own essence. 17 

For Nazism the enemy chosen was the Jew, whose privilege 

as chosen made him inimical to a master race. For Marx the 

enemy was Christianity, whose social principles are at 

15Fessard, De l'actua1ite historigue, p. 29. 

~ . 

Hersch, op. cit., p. 81. 

17~essard, De l'actualit~ historigue, p. 33-36. 
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variance with his concept of the necessity of the revolution 

of the proletariat to resolve the enigma of history. Fessard 

noted that for Christ the only enemy was evil. He felt that 

it is most significant that Nazism and Communism should choose 

as their respective enemies the two major. determinations of 

supernatural history, the pagan converted to Christianity, 

and the Jew, who still embodies the Old Covenant. Here he 

saw the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew before Christ in 

operation. 

·Ansi, en raison de son passe de race ~lue, et 
de son cosmopolitisme present, Ie Juif est-il pour 
Hitler l'ennemi mortel qui emp&chera, s'il n'est 
extermine, Ie peuple et des Ma1tres de fa ire regner 
la paix de mille ans. Pour Marx, ce sera au 
contraire Ie Chretien dont "les principles sociaux 
sont serviles" (Morceaux Choisis, edit Gallimard, 
pp. 223-224) et s'opposent comme tels au proletariat 
revolutionnaire qui a pour mission de "resoundre 
l'engime de l'histoire." 

Est-il besoin de Ie souligner? Juif ou 
Chr~tien sont les deux determinations majeures de 
l'histoire surnaturelle, l'une sp~cificant l'Ancien 
Testament, l'autre Ie Nouveau. Devant ce resultat 
qui nous fait retrouver apres un long circuit la 
dialectique du Paien et du Juif, on doit comprendre 
Ie role capital que joue l'adversaire mortel dans 
Ie discernement de l'id~ologie totalitaire ••• 18 

Fessard had been comparing the regimes Which were 

extant in Fascist Italy, Nazi German, and Communist Russia. 

He summarized his thoughts as follows: 

• 
18Ibid ., p. 37. 
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Idolatrie de la nation, pouvoir, magique d u 
dictateur et ~me reconnai ssance o fficielle de l' Eglise, 
ces trois traits qui furent communs a u Nazisme comme 
au fascisme pouvaient induire a assimiler celui-ci 
a celui-la • . Mais la pr~sence de l'antisemitisme en 
l'un, son absence en l'autre manifestent aussi que 
l'idol~trie de la nation fasciste ne va pas jusqu'a 
la sacrilization du racial et que Ie reconnaissance " , , 

~ , de l'Eglise par Mussolini a une tou~e autre valeur que 
celIe de Hitler. Un eventuel Concordat avec l'U.R.S.S.-­
remarquons-le en passant--devrait etre soumis au meme 
exameni de si bon a ugure qu'il soit pour l'evolution 
future des pays communistes ou sous tutelle sovietique, 
il meriterait lui aussi quelque suspicion aussi long­
temps que ne ser~it par renie l'antichistianisme, 
marque indubitable du totalitarisme marxiste. 19 

It is his belief that the Nazi and Communist stances 

summarize, or are examples of, the two possible types Which 

comprise the position which humanity freely chooses before 

~od.20 In a note he reviewed the essential characteristics 

of the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew which he had 

explicated as early as 1936 in his book, Pax Nostra. 2l 

22 
In an article called L'Antisemitisme en U.R.S.S., 

written in 1960, Fessard answered the accusation of Jules 

Isaac that the traditional teaching of the Church, Which had 

forgotten the teaching of Christ, was responsible for Marxist 

anti-semitism. He based his position on an application of 

19Ibid., p. 38. 20Ibid., p. 38. 

21Gaston Fessard, Pax Nostra: Examen de conscience 
international (Gras~et, 1936), quoted in Fessard, De l'actua­
lite historique, pp. 38-39, n. 1 . 

22Gaston Fessard, S. J. t "L'Antisemitisme en U.R.S.S.," ., 
Etudes, 306 (september, 1960), 215-232. 
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the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew. Fessa rd's reply 

was that the inherent atheism of Marxism is the breeding 

ground for the anti-semitism which has developed within it. 

Communistic atheism is for him a perversion and inversion 

of Judaism. While Christianity has come out of Judaism, 

this in some sense is also true of Communism. Both Marx 

and Trotsky were Jews. Fessard saw the situation in 

Russia as comparable to that of the First century with its 

mortal opposition of "unbeliever" and "chosen." 23 
... ~--. 

. 11 faut plut$t revenir a l'enseignement de 
Paul concernant l'opposition du Palen et du Juif et 
Ie sens de leur inimitie en vue de leur salut final 
et commun. Dans une telle perspective, il apparaltra 
facilement que si l'on peut, de fait, parler d'un 
antisemitisme des Chretiens, parce que infideles a 
cet enseignement de Paul, ils se sont souvent conduits 
comme des paiens idolfttres ou des juifs incredules, 
il n'y a pas d'antisemitisme du Christianisme. Car 
selon Paul, le chretien authentique est celui qui 
a l'example du Christ "notre paix," detruit la 
barriere d'inimitie qui separe ces deux peuples pour 
n'en faire qu'un seul en sa personne, les fondre en 
un seul Homme nouveau et les reconcilier avec Dieu, 
par sa Croix (Eph. II, 14-17).24 

Anti-semitism cannot come from fidelity to the spirit of 

Christ, Who is the unity of "Jew and Greek." 

23Ibid ., pp • • 229-231. 24Ibid., p. 232. 



Fessard's Defense of the Dialectic of 

the Pagan and the' Jew 

45 

Both theological and philosophical objections were 

leveled at Fessard for his use of the dialectic of the 

pagan and the Jew. He undertook a lengthy defense of his 

position in one of the later essays in De l'actualite 

historique. The essay is entitled "Pour et contre la 

dialectique du pa':ten et du juif," and appeared first when 

the entire work was published in 1960: Fessard had been 

accused of granting too much importance to the dialectic of 

the pag an and the Jew by making it" the principal key to 

'the philosophy of history and of society" -- and of offending 

even more by seeking to place such a hypothesis under the 

patronage of st. Paul. His critic, Whom he does not name, 

stated that the references to Jews and pagans in Romans 

show them both as sinners, while those in Gal. 3:28; Col. 

3:10-11, etc., indicate an ethical antagonism rather than 

fundamentally opposite attitudes toward God. 25 

Fessard believed that while it is true that the first 

three chapters of Romans intend to show both pagan and Jew 

as sinners in equal need of redemption, st. Paul returned to 

their antithesis too often for his meaning not to be more 

25Fessard, De l'actua1ite historique, p. 217. 



46 

profound. In succe ed i. ng cha p t er, St . Paul opposed justi-

fication by faith to salvation by the Law of the Jews, and 

later, he spoke of circumcision as opposed to uncircumcision. 

The opposition of rejected Jews and converted pagans is 

fundamental to chapter nine. Even more important, since 

it is here that Fessard first founded his dialectic, are 

Chapters two and three of Ephesians Which show Jews and 

pagans to be separated· by the Law whi.ch was broken down by 

Christ. It is true that st. Paul spoke of ethnic divisions, 

but his purpose was to manifest the universality of redemp-

tion. It is not difficult to see, according to Fessard, 

·even in a brief study, that for st. Paul the opposition of 

d b 
. 26 

pagan an Jew was as~c. 

Fessard believed that the "absence of reflection on 

the historic" was largely responsible for the confusion. 

He said that the opposition of pagan and Jew is not only 

fundamental for st. Paul, but is "the mystery" of the 

Promise to which both Jew and pagan were invited, and before 

Which one was to supplant the other. He called to his side 

"all the liberal exegetes, Protestant and catholic~27 

Enfin, puisque le Nouveau Testament a pour , 
centre le Christ-Messie et l'Eglise, nouveau Peuple 
~lu en qui · sont accomplies les promesses de paix et 
de reconciliation universelle, comment pourrait-il 

26 Ibid., pp. 218-219. 27 Ib id., p. 220. 



etre la verite et la reali te de l' Ancien si 
l'antith~se du Palen et du Juif n' y jouait plus Ie 
m~me role fundamenta1?28 

Fessard quoted Benoit29 who asserted that "Jew" and 
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. "Gentile" were understood at the time of the writing of the 

Epistle to the Ephesians as the two categories which composed 

humanity, and that this understanding of the two groups is 

so common in the Bible that it needs no proof. Fessard 

believed that the word "categories" might be understood in 

the philosophical sense of historical ,categories , . or what 

Kant would call the a priori forms of our discursive con­

sciousness. 30 For Hegel, the term category signified the 

:identity of knowledge with its own object. Hegelian 

idealism is excluded because these categories are founded 

on faith. 31 

Next, Fessard addressed himself to two further criti-

cisms, this time of a theological nature. According to 

Journet, he had used the Hegelian dialectic to prove the 

"internationality" of the Church, but in doing so had made 

28Ibid ., p. 220. 

29p • P. Benoit, o. P., "L'Horizon pau1inien de 
l'Epltre aux Ephe.siens," Revue Biblique, XLVI (1937), p.521, 
cited in Fessard, De 1'actua1ite historique, p. 221. 

30p • J. Maref ha1, Le Point de depart de 1a metaphysique: 
la critique de Kant (Museum Lessianum, section Phi10sophique, 
V) Paris: Desc1ee de BroUwer, 1944-1947. 

31Fessard, De l'actua1it~ historique, pp. 221-222. 



it impossible to distinguish the natural from the super-

32 natural. 

48 

His first critic had accused him of the same fault in 

saying that he had assimilated the dialectic of the man and 

woman into that of the pagan-Jew and sought to explain the 

Church by an antithesis which is not proper to human nature, 

and can only be fully intelligible if one presupposes the 

Church. 33 

Peisard replied that he never intended a purely natural 

dialectic. He saw the pagan-Jew dialectic not merely as 

uniting natural and human history, but as central to a 

theology of history. It should not be impossible at any 

moment to distinguish the natural from the supernatural, 

because this distinction was present from the beginning. 

Journet himself had allowed that the concrete events of life 

are to be viewed "sub specie aeternitatis" and thus brought 

into a kind of peaceful unity by an intelligence Which joins 

eternity together with time, and sees in one panorama all the 

vicissitudes of history.34 If this is so for him in theory, 

why does he object to its application to the events of our 

day in fact? 

32Abbe Charles Journet, Introduction a la theologie, 
pp. 290-291. 

33pessard, De l'actualit~ historigue, p. 224. 

34 
Journet, p. 177. 



Fessard stated that, while his method of exposition 

was to work from the natural, his intention was, from the 

beginning, to show how these natural elements have their 

relative autonomy because of Revelation, which is super-

natural and historical. Thus, the Church was always pre-

35 supposed. 

4 9 

Finally, Fessard refused to agree that the dialectic 

of the man and woman is totally different from that of the 

pagan and the Jew. Admittedly, one is of the natural order, 

but he intended to speak analogously, always guarding the 

transcendence of the other. It is always and only grace 

~hich draws human nature to surpass its proper limits, and 

while this nature does not demand the ability to transcend 

itself it allows for it. 

Double tendence de directions contra ires ou se 
marque par une inversion caract6ristique le rapport 
intrinseque de notre liberte a celle de Dieu dont 
elle est le reflet. Necessairement transcendante, 
la Sienne en effet a le pouvoir de s'encarner, 
tandis que la n6tre est a la fois capable de d~passer 
toute limite pour tout nier et se vouloir "etre comme 
Dieu," mais aussi contrainte de se limiter dans une 
d6termination objective pour pouvoir se possede~ 
elle-meme en meme temps que jouir de son objet. 3 

Fessard cited a philosopher and an atheist as seeing 

this transcendent quality in the rapport between pagan and 

Jew, even while he recognized that the Pauline ideal seeks 

35Fessard, De l'actualit~ historique, pp. 226-227. 

36 . 
Ibl.d., p. 228. 
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to create a human unity within time. Fessard quoted A. 

Kojeve as follows: 

Mais en fait, l'universalit~ et l'homogen6ite 
a base transcendante, theiste, religieuse, n'ont pas 
pu et ne pouvaient pas engendrer un Etat proprement 
dit. Elles n'ont servi de base qu'au "corps mystique" 
de l'Eglise universelle et homogene et elles ne sont 
censees se r'aliser pleinement que ~ans l'au-del~, 
(dans le "Royaume des cieux," a condition de fa ire 
abstraction de l'existence permanente de l'Enfer). 
So us la seule et double influence de la philosophie 
paienne antique et de la religion chretienne, la 
po1itigue n'a en, fait poursuive que le but de l'Etat 
universe1, sans d'ai11eurs l'avoir jamais atteint 
jusqu'a nos jours. 37 

The last defense of his position which Fessard made 

was to call to his service the thought of H. M. Feret. 

Feret, in a small book, recalled and analyzed the conflict 

of Peter and Paul in Antioch and in Jerusalem during the 

38 
days of the infant Church. In it, Feret cited the pro-

vidential character of history, in this case the conflict 

over the conversion of the pagans and their position with 

respect to the converted Jews. Fessard saw Peter and Paul 

as the embodiment of the dialectic between the pagan and 

the Jew and called their struggle to come to unity a 

37A• Kojeve, "Tyrannie et sagesse," pp. 272-274, en 
suite de De la Tyrannie par Leo strauss (paris: Gallimard, 
1954), quoted in Fessard, De l'actualite historigue, pp. 
230-231. 

38 ;" . "."' H. M. Feret, O.P., P~erre et Paul a Ant~oche et a 
J~rusalem : le "conflit" des deux Apotres (paris: Les Editions 
du cerf, 1955). 
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dia logue . In thi s di alogue, Pe t er r epre sented t he Je r us a lem 

community, which was of Jewish b a ckground, while Paul, be­

cause of his missionary activity, was in sympathy with the 

Gentiles. 39 In his preaching, Paul went first to the Jewish 

communities of the dispersion, but, when ~ejected by the 

majority of them, he turned to the Gentiles, who were often 

equally hostile. Fessard saw this as an illustration of 

the Hegelian tendency for the extremes "independent of their 

choosing," by a kind of instinctive oonnivance to pass into 

one another. ' In th is instance the "unbelieving Jews" and 

the "idolatrous pagans" took the same stance before Paul's 

40 
message. 

After Paul's preaching experience, Fessard stated, it 

is not difficult to understand the conflict at Antioch during 

which Paul refused to admit any compromise between the 

Judaisers from Jerusalem, who championed the observance of 

the law, and "justification by faith in Christ," which was 

the liberation from sin for both pagan and Jew. Fessard 

asserted that Peter and Paul, themselves, prefigure the 

unity of p a gans and Jews at the Parousia. After initial 

disagreement they came to a unity in which it was Peter who 

enunciated a dec i sion which was essentially Pauline in its 

39Ib i d . , p. 99. 40Ib i d ., p. 71. 
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conception. Fessard saw Peter and Pa ul as the embodiment of 

their respective missions, and as having exempla ry, univer-

sal, and eschatological value. They demonstrate the con-

cordance of the dialectic in itself and the historical 

dialectic. 

Pierre et Paul avec leurs "missions apostoliques, 
inseparables et solidaires l'une de l'autre," visant 
les foules anonymes et " refractaires" et des "idol2ltres" 
qui, avant d'~tre atteintes par elles, les tiraillent 
en sens contra ire -- ont tous et chacun valeur 
exemplaire, universelle, " eschatologique." Aurais-je 
pu si aisement ~ontrer la parfatte concordance de 
l'epure dialectique et du dialogue historique _ ••• 41 

The Two Apostles finally found unity by accepting the 

truth that salvation for all men comes from faith in Christ 

' (Acts IS, 11). Their positions, at first extremely divergent, 

found a synthesis (and Fessard defended the Hegelian tone of 

his explanation) by a supernatural instinct toward unity in 

. 42 
Christ. 

From the beginning of his writing, Fessard employed the 

dialectic of the pagan and the Jew. He never modified it 

significantly. He referred to it as early as 1936 in his 

book Pax Nostra. In 1947, he countered Journet's belief 

that the Jews would accept Christ within the course of 

history, saying that Journet's position was not consonant 

with Scripture, or with traditional exegesis. It was his 

41Fessard, De l'actualite historigue, p. 240. 

42 Ibid . , pp. 233-241. 
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opinion that Journet negated the fact that the two peoples 

are to be seen as paradigms of humanity, as humanity faces 

the transcendent in Christ. In 1960, Fessard demonstrated 

his belief that Nazism and Communism were examples of the 

categorical stances of pagan and Jew before Christ. He 

explained, again, his use of the dialectic and asserted that 

it made an evaluation of present ideologies possible, par­

ticularly through an analysis of their relationship with 

the Ch~ch and their choice of enemies. Again in 1960, he 

identified the intrinsic atheism of Marxism as the cause of 

Communist anti-semitism. He stated that there was more than 

,an "ethical antagonism" between pagan and Jews in the 

writings of Paul. Their separation and final reunion are 

"the mystery" of which Paul spoke. He stated his belief 

that the two peoples were employed as categories in Paul, 

even categories in the Kantian sense. He insisted that he 

never intended a purely natural dialectic; for him, the 

natural has its autonomy from the supernatural, and the 

Church was always presupposed. 
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society and Its Underlying Dialectic 

When Fessard wrote the fourth essay in his book, i.e., 

"L'Esquisse du myst~re de la societe et de l'histoire," in 

1948, the three principal ideologies which caused him con-

cern were Fascism, Nazism, and Communism. ' The last two were 

founded on the Hegelian dialectic of the master and the 

slave. While studying these ideologies Fessard analyzed 

at length the natural doublets, or dialectics, Which he 

. 
believed were basic to the evolution of society, i.e., those 

of master and slave, man and woman. His ultimate intention 

was to show that another dialectic, superior and more all-

embracing was at work. This was the movement of God's word 

into the history of mankind at the time of the Incarnation. 

The Word of God expressed His Love, and revealed the meaning 

of man's life. God's Word invited then, and continues to 

call today, for a response in kind. Here is a dialectic of 

love between God and man, in which men respond by acceptance 

and belief, or by rejection. If men reject dependence on 

God, they make idols of their own freedom. This is the 

only dialectic Which can adequately explain the meaning of 

history: it is essentially supernatural. The natural 

doublets of master and slave, man and woman, can only give 

partial illumination of the progress of mankind toward its 

final goal. 
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Marx, himself, rejected Hegel i an i deal ism as h e fou nd 

43 
it in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit. 

For Marx, man was not primarily a thinker but an 

animal Whose imperative needs demand satisfaction. If is 

for man to humanize nature by his work, and this mastery of 

nature is the dream of Marx. If the worker does not consume 

of the fruit of his labor, he will become alienated; this 

alienation, Marx saw as one of the principal evils of 

capitalism. Thus, Marxism suppresses.private property in 

order that man, the collectivity or "social man," may reap 

the benefits of his own labor, in a society without classes 

or states. In this way the naturalization of man and the 

humanization of nature should be accomplished. In order for 

this to happen, there must be a class struggle in which the 

capitalist masters are overthrown by the enslaved proletariat. 

After the struggle, in Which slave supercedes master, the 

resolution of the mystery of history will ensue; a 

Communist society will have been created without distinction 

of classes or the existence of states.
44 

In Nazism, the ideal differs. It is not that man 

might conquer nature, but that he might become the master of 

43Georg W. F. Hegel, Phanomenologie des Geistes (Bamberg 
und Wurzburg: Joseph Anton Goebhardt, 1807. --- or Leipzig: 
Verlag von Felix Meiner, 1949). 

44Fessard, De l' actual it e histor igue, pp. 130-136. 
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less enligh tened peoples , cf. Mein Kampf. For Hitler , the 

primordial fact of history was a "struggle to the death" in · 

which the weaker would be reduced to the ends of the strong. 

The ideal held up is personal sacrifice for the sake of the 

group, but contrary to Communism it is the leader and not 

the group who is responsible for progress. Thus, there are 

basic differences between the Nazi and Co~~unist application 

of Hegel's dialectic of the master and the slave, for the 

first , it is struggle and domination; . for the second, it 

is work and the creation of the classless society.45 

It is important to note that for Hegel the first stage 

,.of the dialectic of the master and slave was a "struggle to 

death" in which the victor enslaves the other, who in turn 

becomes humanized through his work and growing self-con­

sciousness in the service of the victor • . Marx reversed the 

order of struggle and work, and in the mind of Fessard, 

obviated the Hegelian effect of the dialectic, that is, the 

origin of political society as an essential stage in the 

genesis of the human reality. Labor would not issue in a 

growing self-consciousness for the slave if he enjoyed its 

fruits from the beginning. It would not serve as a human­

izing force. 46 This purely economic genesis of society would 

45Ibid ., pp. 136-141. 46 Ibid., pp. 143-148. 



become a rapport not of man with nature but of an animal 

with nature. 47 
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The Nazi form of Hegel's dialectic is doomed to failure 

because its emphasis on the power of the master will lead 

inevitably to another struggle.
48 

Fessard believed that while Hegel's dialectic of the 

master and the slave allow us to envision the political and 

economic destiny of so~iety, and the means by which it is 

to be attained, by itself the dialectic is not sufficient 

to attain these ends. He proposed another, Which he felt 

is as universal as that of the master and the slave, and 

!more fundamental. This is the dialectic of the man and the 

woman, whose struggle is one of love, which issues in the 

labor of creating the human. It is a struggle in Which the 

man respectfully seeks to know the woman, and in Which each 

asks the other to manifest the value which he or she per­

ceives in love. In this dialectic, the first step is a 

unity of man and man, rather than of man and nature, the 

second a "work" in which nature is not humanized but 

"hominized." Fessard saw the man-woman dialectic as the 

model for all social relations, and as complementary to the 

dialectic of the master and the slave. In the former, the 

47 Ibid ., p. 157. 48Ibid., p. 158. 
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struggle of love issues in knowledge, while the labor of 

child-bearing and rearing is fulfil'led in "recognition. ,,49 

In the latter, the struggle "to death" issues in a recogni­

tion and consciousness of self as superior to sensible and 

organic needs; the period of labor allows for the growth 

and deepening of the consciousness of the slave. This 

reverses the Hegelian dialectic with respect to the finality 

of the stages ("moments") but does not reverse the stages 

of struggle and work themselves. When Marx reversed the 

"moments" of the dialectic, he did not realize that in 

doing so he was defeating its final term. The labor of 

!his first moment could not allow for a deepening of con­

sciousness, because it was the labor of a slave who had not 

yet arrived at self-recognition. It would not bring about 

the submission of nature to man, because man was still at a 

50 
level lower than human. 

From this, Fessard concluded that the true object of 

the debate between Nazism and Communism, under the guise of 

a political and economic supremacy, was the attitude of man 

before All Being, God. In one of the mystiques he described, 

the will to power is deified, in the other an "appetite for 

enjoyment" seeks an absolute immanence. 

49Ibid ., pp 163-168. SOIbid., pp i6S-l69. 
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In order that these two opposing at tit udes be brought into 

interaction, and a human unity be possible, one must suppose 

a dialectic between man and "the totality of being" analogous 

to that of the man and the woman, a dialectic of love between · 

man and God. 

Pour mettre en interaction ces deux attitudes 
opposees et pour que l'unite humaine soit possible, 
il faut done supposer que se joue une dialectique 
entre Ie Toute de l'etre et l'homme, analogue a 
celIe del'Homme et de la Femme: dialectigue de Dieu 
et de I'Humanite~ Presente en nous et par la interieure 
a toutes celles qui se deroulent dans les evenements 
temporels, cette dialectique les dirige aussi et 
devient du meme coup Ie principe d'une nouvelle 
genese de l'humanite, genese encore historique quoique 
n'etant plus seulement naturelle, mais froprement 
surnaturelle, et vraiment spirituelle. 5 

This is a dialectic which is properly supernatural, 

but which unfolds in temporal events and becomes the princi-

pIe of a new birth for humanity. Love is its impetus. It 

is the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew, which, illumined 

by the "man-woman" dialectic between God and mankind, exposes 

the "stages" of our supernatural growth. It shows how 

supernatural growth perfects natural and historical growth, 

which cannot be achieved according to any purely "worldly" 

plan. Here is the importance of the dialectic of the pagan 

and the Jew; it is a mediator between supernatural and 

profane history. 

5lIbid ., p. 173. 
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A Ia lumiere de c e tte dialectique Homme-Femme 
entre Die u et I'Humanite, Ie couple palen-Juif peut 
alors exposer les divers moments de notre genese 
surnatureIIe et montrer comment elle vient parfaire 
Ies geneses nature lIe et historique que Ies 
dialectiques Homme-Femme et Maitre-Esclave ne peuvent 
achever sur Ie plan universel et purement mondain. 
Voila en definitive ce que fonde l'importance de la 
dialectique du Palen et du Juif et lui assure un role 
mediateur entre l'histoire profane et l'histoire 
surnaturelle. 52 

It is the synthesis of the two natural dialectics. 

In it, the chosen Jew is slave and woman before the trans-

cendent God, while the pagan idolator, because he does not 

know God, usurps the position of God, as both master and 

man. 

si la dialectique du Palen et du Juif unit 
histoire profane et histoire religieuse, ce n'est 
pas seulement que ses deux termes, pris en leur sens 
Ie plus objectif et abstraction faite de toute foi, 
relevent de l'une et de l'autre. C'est aussi qu'en 
presence de la revelation par laquelle l'unite Homme 
Nature -- pour parler, comme Marx -- s'objective dans 
la nature et l'histoire, ou -- pour prendre un langage 
a la fois hegelien et chretien -- par laquelle Dieu se 
fait Homme pour que l'Homme se fasse Dieu, cette 
dialectique offre la synthese des principes m~mes du 
devenir naturel et historique, contenus dans les 
couples, maltre-esclave et homme-femme. La preuve en 
est, nous venons de Ie voir en detail, que Ie juif 
elu est et se veut esclave et femme en face de ce Dieu 
Transcendant, tandis que Ie palen ido18tre, au sein 
meme de sa me-connaissance de Dieu, se fait, a la 
place de Celui-ci, tout ensemble maitre et homme. 53 

Let us summarize, still following Fessard's thought. 

In Christ, natural and historical growth reach a unity, in 

52 Ibid ., pp. 184-185. 53Ibid ., p. 194. 
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principle but no t yet i n plenitude ~ The dialectic of the 

pagan and the Jew works a transposition of the dialectics 

of man and woman, master and slave, to the supernatural 

level. Since the higher dialectic contains within its 

terms the will to power and desire for enjoyment in their 

"purest form," these two tendencies are brought into direct 

relationship with the all-powerful liberty and infinite love 

of God, made visible in Christ • . Therefore, the rapport of 

the man and woman is able to symboliz~ mankind, created 

innocent and chosen in love despite its revolt. The rela-

tionship of the master and slave shows the dependence of 

humanity upon God, as well as the radical separation which 

resulted from sin. The two lesser dialectics assume a role 

analogous to that Which is theirs in a natural or merely 

human sense. 54 synthesized within the dialectic of the 

pagan-Jew, they continue to direct and reveal the super-

natural destiny of humanity. 

Aussi est-ce a travers elle que s'opere l'inter­
action de ces deux geneses, et grace a elle que les 
problemes poses par cette interaction ou par la 
distinction dans l'unite de la Nature et de la Grace 
peuvent trouver leur solution. 55 

54I bid., p. 197. 

55 I bid., pp • • 199-200. 



An article by Fessard entitled "Lutte de classes" 

appeared in Etudes, in 1960.
56 

It was · written at a time 

during "Which the "cold war" had produced a crisis within 

the Organisation Internationale du Travail {O.I.T.}, and 

appeared first as part of the second volume of Fessard's 

62 

two volume work, De l'actualite historigue. It is included 

at this point in the present study because it deals with 

the Marxist concept of "class." The article was written 

about 12 years after the foregoing ma~erial, and introduces 

eschatological considerations into this study of "class." 

Fessard believed strongly that Catholic theologians 

and sociologists must not accord class solidarity in the 

marxist sense, the value of universal fraternity, or even 

worse, see it as having a kind of "vocation" within the 

historical development of mankind. 57 Because the emergence 

of class is a natural evolution there is no reason to con-

elude that it is inevitably productive of a human fraternity. 

Fraterniti is essentially rational, and not merely natural. 

Because of its Marxist origin, contemporary "class" may be 

56 ,/ 
Gaston Fessard, S. J., "Lutte de classes," Etudes, 

CCCIV (January, 1960), 41-59. 

57Ibid., p. 58. 
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affected by a fundamental irrationa lity . To the degree that 

it is, it closes itself to the "universal" and makes itself 

unable to be Christianized. HOw, then, could class, in this 

sense, be accorded the dignity of having a truly human or 

Christian vocation? 

The same is not true of such natural communities as 

family, profession, or nation. These communities refer to 

specifically human nat~re and are basically rational. In 

the case of the marxist "class,"a material as well as a 

natural foundation is present, because this class is opened 

on the universal by means of its participation in the 

~ndustrial labor which is the humanization of the universe 

and the universalization of man. Fessard feared that the 

universal fraternity of classes, having an economic base, 

might not be completely purified of the irrational elements 

which affect the bourgeoisie and Marxist proletariats.
58 

In order to compensate for the Marxist degradation of 

the natural into the material, Fessard felt it should be 

understood that the foundation of contemporary class is 

less natural than historic, and that the historic should 

discern the rational from the irrational. This would make 

Christianization a possibility. The rationality or 

58 I bid., p. 54. 



irra tiona li t y of a clas s es i s dependent on the go a l o f 

history ~mich it envisions.
59 

Fessa rd accused s ome 

theologia ns of not under s tanding this. 

6 4 

Once again, in this essay, Father Fessard stated his 

conviction that a practical confusion results from a lack 

of attention to the historic, that because most theologians 

have been formed in the discipline of the schools, they work 

with the Aristotelian categories· of being, that is, natural 

and rational. Marxism appeals constantly to a third 

category of being, the historical. 60 

59Ibid ., pp. 54-55. 

60 I bid., p. 59. 



6 5 

Fre edom and the Dialect ic 

Human freedom is central . to the probl~m of dialectic. 

In his book entitled La Dia lectigue des exercises spirituels 

de S. Ignace de Loyola,61 published in 1956, Fessard showed 

how st. Ignatius had analyzed the essential stages of the 

free acts which the Christian makes in faith; he also 

showed the structure of the "Exercises" as a synthesis of 

ihe Old and New Testaments around Christ, "the eternal within 

time." An article by Fessard, which dealt with the question 

of freedom and the dialectic, entitled "Ideologies et realite 

selon Jeanne Hersch,,62 was written in 1957. In this review, 

Fessard cited the truth that all dignity for man is in ~lis 

liberty, which Miss Hersch understood as overture to the 

transcendent, as "center of \\hat is possible." Miss Hersch 

held that if there is no absolute, history loses its meaning. 

It becomes impossible, because human liberty is the first 

victim to fall in the wake of the loss of the transcendent. 

The problem of the relation of liberty to the absolute is 

the milieu in \\hich ideology and historical reality meet. 

61 d " 1 t" d " Gaston Fessar , S. J., La D~a ec ~gue es exerc~ces 
spirituels de s. Ignace de Loyola, I (Paris: Aubier, Editions 
Montaigne, 1956) • . 

62Gaston Fes ~ ard, S. J., "Idiologies et r6alite selon 
/ 

Jeanne Hersch," Etudes, CCCXCIII (June, 1957), 355-373. 
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If an ideology pretends to give a total coherence to 

reality, it is totalitarian, and ~ngenders idolatry. If it 

resists totalitarianism, it is always in danger of espousing 

63 false values. 

Fessard introduced into his study of Miss Hersch·s 

ideas his own belief that it is the presence of the super-

natural within time that gives coherence to the unfolding 

of history and Which is the guarantee and goal of human 

liberty. 

En effet, de par cette pr~tention qui, si fausee 
soit-elle, la definit, l'ideologie totalitaire rev~le 
son sens ultime en prenant position de quelque maniere 
face au tout de l'histoire. Et par consequent aussi, 
face ~ l'histoire surnaturelle~ au sens chr~tien de 
ce terme, puisque celle-ci, je l'ai explique ailleurs, 
est seule capable de dominer la totalite de l'histoire. 64 

It is in the free choice of a mortal enemy that we 

clearly betray the meaning of our lives. In choosing respect-

ively as mortal enemies Jews and Christians, Nazism and 

Communism betrayed their fundamental stance before the 

absolute, God. pessard underlined the primordial importance 

of the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew before Christ for 

the solution of the problem of liberty. Its categories give 

63pessard, ~Id~ologies et realit~ selon Jeanne Hersch,~ 
pp. 356-358 • 

. 64Ib id., p. 3'63. 



us a way of characterizing the current ideologies which 

solicit our adhe sion. Beca use the p~radigm c a tegories of 

pagan and Jew found unity in Christ, who by his sacrifice 

destroyed the wall separating men from God and from each 

other, we can have hope in the possibility of overcoming 

the enmities of our times. 65 

6 7 

In her book, Miss Hersch, vindicated the importance of 

the individual, who is ,free because of his opening on the 

transcendent, and Who cannot objectivize himself in any 

earthly reality. Fessard showed that the structure of the 

individual free act can be exemplified by the dialectic of 

t 'he pagan and the Jew. In seeking to make an authentic 

choice, a person is torn between the self-divinization of 

paganism and the self-transcendence necessary to respond to 

divine Liberty. The ancient Jew exemplified self-trans­

cendence in responding to his election. Man must unite 

himself with Christ in order to rise above the pull toward 

self-sufficiency. After his choice, he will find his liberty 

transfigured as the pagan, once converted, was transformed, 

but he will always face the need to oppose the tendencies 

toward "pharisaism" and "incredulity" within himself, which 

attempt to draw him back into a pagan stance, or threaten to 

65 I bid., pp. 364- 368. 
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pervert his attitude as "chosen. ,,66 

In 1960, in the introduction to De l' actua1ite 

historigue, Fessard cited the universalism of Hegelian logic 

and the fact that Kierkegaard opposed it as sacrificing the 

temporal existence of the subject, who alone is capable of 

liberty and truth. 67 It was Kierkegaard who distinguished 

the three spheres of the "esthetic," the "ethic" am the 

"religious." He divid!3d the rel,igious sphere into two 

parts. The first, "religion A", is a.re1igion of immanence, 

primarily rationalistic. The second, "religion B," is the 

faith of the true Christian, who has a ccepted the "absolute 

contradiction" of existence and conforms himself to the 

eternal, which has entered into time. Kierkegaard saw his 

three stages as typified by the Greek, the Jew, and the 

Christian. He believed that through the exercise of his 

freedom, a man passes from one sphere to another. 68 

Fessard believed following the stipulations laid down by 

Jeanne Hersch, that it is possible to follow this dialectic 

60 Ibid . , p. 371. 

67Fessard, De l'actualite historigue, pp. 42-43. 

68soren Kierkegaard, Post-sciptum aux miettes phi1o­
sophigues, TR. du danois par P. Petit (paris: Gal1imard, 
1941), pp. 375-379, 386-387. 
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of the p a gan- Jew in Ki e r kegaard' s sens e of the " dev enir-

chretien" -- man becoming Christian to see it centere d 

on st. Ignatius' analysis of the act of decision, and by 

this means guide one's political and individual choices. 69 

Miss Hersch had laid down the following norms for the 

selection of an "ideal" political ideology: 1) it must be 

centered on an existential liberty which is ope n to the 

transcendent; 2) all of its principles and concepts must 

refer to this liberty and serve as pure intermed i aries 

between the singularity of its choices a nd the totality of 

history; and 3) it must contain a constant antidote for the 

~rror and ido l atry i nherent in the "generality" of its 

concepts and princ i ples. 70 

Fessard saw the dialectic of the p a g a n-Jew as embracing 

the whole of the history of salvation, its participants as 

embracing the whole of humanity. Therefore, he said, it is 

relative to the whole of history, as centered around Jesus, 

in whom time and eternity are united. A dialectical move-

ment produces the synthesis which reconciles men with God, 

and among themselves. This dialectic, as do all situations 

69Fessard, La Dialectigue, pp. 46-47. 

70Hersch, Ideologies et realit~, pp. 115-118. 
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of choice, c a n only function in the cont ext of huma n l iberty.71 

Fessard saw the Igna tion dialectic of the free act and the 

Pauline dialectic of salvation history as uniting Hegel's 

dialectic of the Logos and Kierkegaard's dialectic of exist-

ence. 

/ 

En effet, Ie mouvement dont elle trace l'epure 
vise a r~aliser la synthese des deux opposes, Paien 
et Juif, dans un troisieme terme, Ie Chretien qui 
est unite de l'homme avec Dieu et par consequent 
aussi unit~ de l!homme avec l'homme et avec la nature. 
En m~me temps elle i ndique que Ie mouvement entre 
ces deux opposes presuppose la ~econnaissance d'une 
"diff'rence qualitative absolue" entre liberte 
humaine et Liberte divine, et ne peut s'accomplir 
que dans l'rnstant ou la foi seule peut affronter la 
"contradiction absolue" de l'existence. 72 

He perceived this synthetic dialectic as functioning 

through the rapport of liberty with the transcendent, in 

the context of historical reality. He believed it secretes 

the antidote capable of protecting us from the idolatry of 

the pagan and the error of the "pharisaic" Jew. 

Hegel and Marx sought to explain the genesis of human 

society by means of a dialectic which excluded the influence 

of the transcendent. Kierkegaard opposed them by means of 

his dialectic of existence and its call to faith in the 

71Fessard, De l'actualite historigue, p. 46. 

72 r bid., pp. t46-47. 
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Incarna tion. His subject iv i sm kept him from applying the 

dialectic to the social or rational 'order. Fessard attempted 

to show that the dialectic of the pagan-Jew brings together 

the "absolute thought" of Hegel, the unity of man and nature 

envisioned by Marx, and the paradoxical faith of Kierkegaard. 

II Y a plus. En face de ces dialectiques par 
lesquelles Ie chretien cherche a acquerir l'intelligence 
de sa foi, la raison s'est de son cote effo~cee de se 
comprendre elle-meme et son histoire, en utilisant 
les donnees de 19 Revelation au profit d'une genese 
rationnelle de l'humanite qui evacue Ie Transcendant 
ou denature son insertion dans notre histoire. De 
cet effort, les dialectiques de Hegel et de Marx sont 
les temoins et Ie fruit. A quoi Kierkegaard a oppose 
sa dialectique de l'existence pour restaurer l'origina­
lite de la foi en l'Incarnation du Christ. Mais, 
inspriree par Ie subjectivisme lutherien, sa tentative 
ne pouvait depasser "l ' individu existant" pour 5' 

epanouir sur Ie plan social et rationnel. 
Or, a condition d'etre interpretee et approfondie 

au moyen des dialectiques de Hegel, Marx, et Kierkegaard, 
celIe du palen et du Juif devient capable, a mon sens, 
de definir une cime Oll Ie Savoir absolu vise par Ie 
premier comme l'unite de I'Homme et de la Nature pro­
jetee par Ie second, se reconcilient avec la foi 
paradoxa Ie du troisieme. De sorte que, a celle-ci, 
H6gel apporterait l'assise rationelle, comme Marx la 
portee sociale, en m~me temps quechacun d'eux recevrait 

en retour de Kierkegaard ce qui lui manque: Ie premier 
la liberte de su~et existentiel, Ie second l'ouverture 
au Transcendant. 3 

In summary, in 1956, Fessard first dealt with human 

freedom's centrality in a dialectical situation in his book 

on the Exercises of st. Ignatius. In 1957, he stated, in a 

73Ibid ., p. 52. 
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review of Jeanne Hersch's book, I deologies et realit~, that 

man's dignity is in his openness to the transcendent, and 

that the structure of the individual free act can be exempli­

fied by the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew. In the 

introduction to his book, De l'actualite historigue (1960) 

he saw the Ignatian dialectic of the free act and the 

Pauline dialectic of salvation history as uniting Hegel's 

dialectic of the Logos.with Kierkegaard's dialectic of 

existence. He attempted to show that ·the dialectic of the 

pagan and the Jew brings together the "absolute thought" of 

Hegel, the unity of man and nature envisioned by Marx, and 

the paradoxical faith of Kierkegaard. 
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CHAPTER III 

The Debate: Criticisms of Father Fessard's Theories 

When De l'actualit ~ historigue was published in 1960, 

it was reviewed by competent scholars, and was reacted to and 

against by those who disagreed with its contents. Principal 

among Fessard's opponents were the Thomists who had been 

attacked on several scores. These were their rigid adherence 

to Thomas' philosophy, while not creabively fostering its 

growth through contact with modern thought; their exegesis 

of the Pauline dialectic of the pagan and the Jew, especially 

in the Epistles to the Romans and the Ephesians; and, the 

lack of philosophical basis for their interest in and coopera-

tion with the French progressivist movement, which was sympa-

thetic toward Marxism. 

A first response came after the initial publication of 

the essay entitled "Theologie et Histoire" in Dieu Vivant 8 

(l947). It was a long and learned article by J. Isaac, O.P., 

called "La Notion de dialectique chez Saint Thomas,,,l which, 

while it did not address itself principally to Fessard, took 

IJ. Isaac, O. P., "La Notion de dialectique chez Saint 
Thomas," Revue des Sciences Philosophigues et Theologigues, 
XXXIV (1950), 485-5.06. 
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up the use of dialectic in st • . Thomas and refuted Fessard's 

attempt to call Thomas to his side. Fessard dealt with its 

accusations in the avant-propos of De l'actualite historigue, 

but Isaac's relevant statements will be re-presented here. 2 

He argued that the dialectic along with rhetoric and poetics 

is for st. Thomas the logical science of the process of demon-

stration. The dialectician must establish the rules which 

act as guide in our logical explorations, and exercise the 

3 
art of discovery in all areas. 

There is a well known distinction between the demonstra-

tive syllogism of which the premises are certain, and the 

dialectical syllogism Which proceeds from propositions 

commonly · accepted, or admitted by at least a few scholars. 

The results of the latter may well be opposed or abandoned 

after further research. 4 

Isaac asked why st. Thomas was able to place meta-

physics on the same plane as logic, and to say that meta-

physics also proceeds from our rational constructions. Is 

he an idealist? The reason is that st. Thomas refuses to 

confound our rational elaborations with interior reality --

20ther theologians who sought to answer Fessard are 
J.-Y. Jolif, O.P., M.-M. Cottier, O.P., Charles Journet, and 
M.J. Nicholas, O.P : Fessard's book was reviewed by Edmond 
Ortiques and Henri Rondet, S. J. 

3Isaac, "La Notion de dialectigue," pp. 496-497. 

4 Ibid ., p. 499. 
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even while he fully a grees tha t one may a t t empt to shed 

light on the world by means of them. Isaac felt that there 

is an apparently impassable gap between the meaning of the 

dialectic in st. Thomas and what it means in modern philo-

sophy. He declared that the change from one understanding to 

the other is due to rationalism with its confusion of the 

real and the logical orders, and to idealism with its 

identification of thought and of · being. 

In a note,S he observed that Fessard alluded to the 

Thomistic use of the term, calling it the demonstrative 

science par excellence, the unique science in speculative 

matters, but ignored the extensive understanding which he 

hoped to provide through his article. 

A reaction to Fessard's book came in 1960 from the 

Thomist, Jean-Yves Jolif, o. P., who took exception to 

Fessard's belief that st. Thomas did not concern himself with 

6 
history. 

The principle issues in Fessard's work which Jolif 

questioned were his apparent misunderstanding of the Thomistic 

categories, his use of the Hegelian system despite its 

intrinsic contradictions; and his appeal to the supernatural 

5 Isaac, p. 505. 

6 Father Jean-yves Jolif, O.P., "Saint Thomas, Le Pere 
Fessard et l'histoire," Lumiere et Vie , IX (Sept ember-october, 
1960), 123-144 . 



76 

as a corrective for what i s r eal l y a ph i losophical problem. 

Jolif quoted those statements of Fessard to which he obj ected. 

They were the belief that scholars formed in scholastic disci­

pline find themselves unprepared to cope with modern historical 

questions: that Thomas did not treat the concept of history 

except in a marginal way: and, that Thomas works from two 

categories of being, natural and rational, not considering 

the historica l to be such a category. This situation, 

according to Fessard, leaves scholast~c scholars at a loss 

before Marxism, and imprudently open to progressivist 

ideologies. Jolif felt that Fessard took his point of 

aeparture in evaluating history from Hegel, rather than from 

Thomas, hoping at the same time to supplement the thinking of 

Thomas by the creation of a category of historical being. 

Fessard, according to Jolif, accepted the validity of the 

categories of natural and rational being, seeing them, how­

ever, as the interpretation proper to a stage in philosophical 

reflection, a stage which must surpass itself and verify its 

own truth by reflecting on the category of historical being. 

Jolif believed that a theology of historicality relativizes 

the categories of natural and rational, that Fessard put them 

in a kind of exterior juxtaposition, whereas their rapport 

should be thought o f as dialectical, or ordered in a certain 

hierar chy which itself cons titutes a progressive "englobement" 
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or expanding reality. 

Mais aussi, au nom de ce meme -rapport, il faut aj outer 
que la th€ologie de l'historicite relativise la 
theologie du naturel et du rationnel. Entre ces trois 
dimensions de l'~tre, en effet, on ne saurait concevoir 
un simple rapport de juxtaposition, qui les laisserait 
exterieures les uns aux autres et qui perme ttrait d'en 
parler independamment les uns des autres.---Mais en 
realite les trois formes de l'~tre ne sont pas ainsi 
exterieures les uns aux autres; il faut penser leur 
rapport sous une forme dialectigue ; disons plus 
simplement qu'une certaine hierarchie les or donne 
entre elles, et que cette hierarchie elle-meme doit 
~tre comprise co~e un eng~obement progressif. 7 

Jolif felt that Fessard was corr.ect in believing that 

history can only be explained by a dialectic Which expresses 

the reality of man before a Totality which is trans-historic. 

He did not feel that he was right to 'call on Christian Revela-

tion, embodied in the pagan-Jew couple to unveil this 

dialectic for us. 

II est donc parfaitement exact qu'on ne peut 
interpreter l'histoire sans recourir a une dialectique 
qui exprimera Ie rapport de l'homme a une Totalite 
trans-historique, aDieu. Mais no us ne croyons pas 
que Ie P. Fessard ait raison de demander a la revela­
tion chretienne de nous devoiler cette dialectique 
et de voir, dans ce couple palen-Juif, la reponse 
adequate et unique au probleme surgi de la pensee 
hegelienne. 8 

In order that a category might be interpretive of history, 

it must express a,development Which is present in the totality 

of history. Fessard's position demands that the conversion 

7 Ibid ., p. 126. 8rbid., p. 134. 
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of the Jewish people be an eschatological event. Fessard 

tried to demonstrate that this is so, but his interpretation 

remains a theological opinion, admitting th~ possibility of 

a contrary opinion. He gave us a possible interpretation 

of human history from the Chri$tian point of view7 it 

cannot be offered as the Christian point of view. 

st. Thomas believed ' in the possibility of a philosophy 

of history, as can be seen from his rese arch on politics. 

Fessard saw historical intelligibility as stemming from the 

revealed pagan-Jew doublet. Jolif concluded tha t this 

solution is an intrinsic questioning of the value of philo-

~ophy as opposed to faith. 9 

He accused Fessard of not having proposed for us a 

dialectical interpretation of history, but of having reduced 

the historic to an abstract and atemporal dialectic. He felt 

that Fessard's use of language was not always illuminating 

and was an artificial attempt to force political reality to 

fit his categories. 

In 1960, M.-J. Nicholas, O.P., made a careful study .of 

the categories of -l'histoire," "l'historique;' and "I' historici te" 

in response to Fessard's book. 10 

9Ibid ., p. 135. 
t 

- lOMarie-Joseph Nicholas, o. P., "La Theologie et 
l'histoire," Revue Thomiste, LX {1960}, 485-508. 
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He dealt with the issues in a manner simila r to th a t of 

Fessard's other Thomistic critics, i.e., he saw a place for 

history in the philosophy and theology of st. Thomas; he 

viewed Fessard as basically Hegelian, and Hegel as incom-

patible with an ontology. Nicholas held , that Fessard 

created a theology instead of a philosophy, that his 

method is destructive of an understanding of the nature of 

man and therefore does, violence to the concept of super-

natural. Finally, he saw Revelation as given in history 

and not EY history. He began his study by showing the 

distinction between real and rational being, and then stated 

that the historic is part of the real and therefore of the 

hatural. It is foolish to suppose that it has no place in 

st. Thomas' ontology. 

Car il est bien certain que l'historigue fait 
partie de l'~tre reel, c'est-a-dire de l'~tre qui a 
une nature et merite en cela Ie nom de naturel. 
L'historigue, c'est, au sein de l'Ehre "naturel," 
la categorie de l'"existentiel" et aussi du "devenir" 
dont il serait ridicule de pretendre qu'ellen'est 
pas au coeur m~me de l'ontologie aristotelicienne 
reprise par saint Thomas. ll 

Nicholas agreed with Fessard that the theologian knows 

the finality of history, but this revealed knowledge is very 

indeterminate. He accepted each man, and humanity, as re-

newing the mystery of Christ. Fessard saw this supernatural 

llIbid., p. 487. 
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dialectic of the Christian and of history as exempl ified by 

the pagan and the Jew. Nicholas agreed that each event of 

history, as well as the individual choices of men, in as 

much as they are revelatory of human nature, must be viewed 

by the theologian from higher wisdom of humanity's relation-

ship with Christ. From this point of view Nicholas allowed 

that Fessard's dialectic of the pagan-Jew is helpful, even 

while it appeared to h,im that i~ is artificial and exces-

sive to bring everything within its scope. But, he stated, 

what is essential to Fessard's thought is the attempt to 

discover the structures of human historical being from the 

d'ialectic, or the immanent logic of its development, to 

construct an ontology in which human nature is not seen 

from the viewpoint of an atemporal nature, but a a nature 

Which is essentially historical. 

Mais ce qui est essentiel a sa methode, ce 
n'est pas de porter un regard theologique sur une 
histoire tout ent iere habitee et conduite par Ie 
Verbe incarne: c'est de decouvrir les "structures 
de l''Eltre humain," et par la la "dialectique," 
la logique immanente de son developpement; c'est 
de constituer une ontologie ou la realite humaine 
est envisagee non plus seulement seus l'angle d'une 
nature intemporelle, mais en tant au contraire que 
cette nature est essentiellement historigue. 12 

This, according to Fessard, is to adopt the Hegelian 

12 r bid., p. 506. 
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diale ctic of history, correcting its basic flaw by sUbsti­

tuting the Mediator, Christ, for th'e notion of mediation. 13 

Nicholas could not accept this for Thomism, because he did 

not see how Hegel's concept of being and spirit can allow 

for the transcendence of God. Hegel's spirit actualizing 

itself through the events of history is not the God who is 

eternally actual and immutable. To use Hegel's concepts 

and vocabulary is to speak equivocally. 

Nicholas objected also to what ~eemed to him to be 

a destruction of the meaning of human nature, and with it 

the concepts of nature, essence, and being. Why oppose 

n~ture and history by calling man "essentially historical" 

or saying that he is essentially a "becoming of himself?" 

Man is what God has made him; he has his own proper 

essence. without this, how would one describe the Incarna­

tion, in which Christ took a human nature -- or explain 

grace, through which man shares the divine nature?14 

Nicholas' third and final reason for rejecting 

Hegelianism, (he was not rejecting the concordance of his­

tory with faith and theology) was that he saw an inevitable 

confusion of the natural and supernatural. Pessard's use 

13pessard, De ,I' actualite historigue, pp. 112-114. 

l4Nicholas, p. 507. 
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of the pagan-Jew dialectic makes the whole of hi story 

supernatural, and does not give sufficient weight to 

natural cause~, be they social, political, or economic. lS 

Fessard replied in a single letter to the articles 

of Nicholes and cottier. 16 cottier's ar~icle is cited on 

page 85 of this paper. Fessard's letter was written in 

1962. He retorted that While he proposed a dialectic 

which Has similar to Hegelianism, its spirit was not 

Hegelian. Actually, it was more Blonaelian, Pauline, or 

Ignatian. He was not merely speaking of the movement of 

concepts toward fulfillment, but of human liberty before 

divine freedom. He only wished to actualize the theology 
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of st. Thomas for our own times, and to do this by employing 

the dimension of time. 

Nicholas would have approved of this wholeheartedly, 

but stated that he still believed that the category of 

"historicity" which is Hegelian, cannot be acceptable 

because it is too closely related to monist immanent ism 

and a philosophy of "becoming." 

, 

lSIbid., p. 508. 

l6Gaston Fessard, s. J., "Correspondance, " "Revue 
Thomiste, (with a response by Father Nicholas), LXII 
(1962), 85-90. 
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Ma is je cont i nue a penser qu'on ne saura i t 
empr unte r a He ge l l a c ab§gorie d' "h i s tor icite," meme 
pour l a tra nsposer d ans l 'ordre surnaturel, p a rce 
qu'elle est liee chez lui a un immanenti sme moniste 
et a une philosophie du devenir bien plut$t qu'a 
son "protestantisme."17 

Charles Journet entered the discussion of Fessard's 

book with something more than interest. IS ' Journet's chief 

objections to Fessard's thought were the following: Fessard 

reduced t he Jewish people to a moral category; he distorted 

Journet's own division of theology. Journet believed that 

Fessard's idea s would cause a relativizing and rationalizing 

of doctrine: he felt that Fessard altered the teaching of 

st. Paul. Journet took up the question of the time when the 

Jews will be converted (cf. Rom. 11), and replied that the 

answer can only be conjecture. What is certain is that it 

is the Jews, Paul's own race, the people of the Promise, 

who will be converted; it is not a Kierkegaardian category 

which will turn to Christ. 19 Journet quoted Fessard at 

length, allowing him to set forth his own ideas on the 

dialectic of the pagan-Jew. Journet commented on the 

l7 Ibid ., p. 90. 

lSAbbe Charles Journet, "L'Actualite histor ique de 
Reverend Pere Gaston Fes s ard," Nova et Vetera, XXXV (1960), 
21S-239. 

19Ibid ., pp. 220-221 . 
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passages chosen. He stated that we have here the key to 

universal history, that he admired the ease with which 

Fessard enriched st. Paul with an "ontology of history." 

Voila~ donc saint Paul tel qu'en lui-mgme enfin 
la dialectique le change. Ce n'est pas tout. Un 
coeur hante par Hegel et Kierkegaard que peut-il 
faire de mieux que de dialectiser ce qu'il aime? 
Les Exercices spirituels de saint Ignace aurontleur 
t 20 our ••• 

He saw a trace of pelagianism in the virtue of the 

converted Jews, a bit of betrayal perpetrated on st. Paul 

Journet explained a basic disagreement with Fessard. 

It was his unwillingness to see the Jewish people, who are 

always loved by God, because of their Fathers and because 

God's gifts are without repentance, absorbed into a moral 

category. 

C'est ce peuple juif, c'est son existance 
historique propre, que nousnous refusons de resorber 
dans des catego~ies morales, celle si l'on veut du 
pharisaisme, et de dissoudre dans la dialectique 
kierkegaardienne du devenir-chretien. Nous croyons 
encore, avec toute la tradition, au mystere de la 
permanence historique de ce peuple juif en vue de 
sa future reintegration. 2l 

The Jews' destiny as a people is part of the mystery 

which st. Paul preached. 

20Ibid ., p. 224. 

2lIbid ., p. 227. 
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A ma jor article criticizing Fessard ' s poiition 

appeared in Revue Thomiste in 1961. Its author was M.-M. 

Cottier, o. P. The article's purpose was to study Fessard's 

l ' d' I ' 22 use of the Hege Lan La ectLc. 

Cottier objected to Fessard's attempt to use the 

Hegelian system, supplementing it with those of Marx and 

Kierkegaard. He believed that to apply a theological solu-

tion to the basic incoherences of these ideologies it to 

relativize, and thus reject, philosop~y. He felt Fessard 

did not advert to the fact that for Hegel reality itself is 

dialectical; therefore he could not escape Hegel's idealism. 

Fessard did not see that to accept Kierkegaard is to reject 

Hegel. His use of the pagan-Jew dialectic constituted a 

dangerous transposition from the natural to the super-

natural orders, and his use of the lesser dialectics of master 

and slave, and man and woman was artificial. While Cottier 

believed that the Thomists must work toward a theology of 

history, he did not see how it could be on the basis of an 

ontology. 

Cottier explained that Fessard attempted to outline the 

system which will take over at the demise of Thomism, hoping 

at the same time to answer Hegel, Marx and Hitler. He made 

· 22M._M• Cottier, o. P., "Hegel, la theologie et I' 
histoire," Revue Thomiste , u.n: · (1961), 88-108. 
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use of three dialectics, those of Hegel, Marx and Kierkegaard. 

No one of these three is directly consonant with Revelation, 

and Fessard appears to be a prisoner of Hegelianism when he 

makes the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew their integrating 

factor. 23 cottier accused Fessard of applying a theological 

solution to a philosophical problem. Fessard appeared to 

accept the philosophies of our era without questioning their 

intrinsic validity. This relativizing of philosophies, a 

historicist stance, is what cottier believed was at the base 

of Fessard's work.
24 

It is really a rejection of philosophy. 

Would that Fessard had made clear his use of, and dependence 

on, the Hegelian dialectic in such a way as to show that for 

Hegel the real is itself dialectical. Hegel's logic was 

adapted to this belief. From his idealist position, Hegel 

was led to confound the Logos (human and divine) with the 

real. The real became a method, and the method became a 

law of "being." In using the Hegelian method, one must be 

aware that it is not purely instrumental. 

Le Logos hegelien est metamorphose conformement 
aux exigences d'un r~el lui-meme dialectique, auquel 
en definitive il s'identifie. Mais precisement parce 
que dans l'optique idealiste qui est la sienne Hegel 
est amene a confondre le Logos (a la fois humain et 
divin) et le "reel,1I le reel devient methode et la 

23 I bid., p. 90. 24I bid., pp. 91-92. 
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methode es t transmuee en loi d'etre. II n'est en 
consequenc e guere possible d' user ~ I' i nstrument 
hege lien sans fa ire sienne l'optique metaphsique 
fondamentale qui a dicte, pour ainsi dire necessaire­
ment, la creation d'un tel instrumant. 25 

Fessard's introduction of the supernatural did not ob-

viate the confusion of the real and ideal orders . At the 

same time, can it really be called a Hegelian dialectic, 

cottier asked in the sense of a philosophy of immanence, 

when one attempts to distinguish- the dimensions of the real, 

and to introduce the supernatural as a'lso "real"? Fessard's 

supernatural dialectic runs the danger of becoming a kind of 

"gnosis" by means of its alignment with the Hegelian "savoir 

ahsolu" or absolute knowledge. As Fessard understood the 

dialectic, its revelatory character made it participate in 

the "highest wisdom," superior even to theological knowledge. 

This absolute wisdom for Hegel was manifested in history. 

Fessard saw history as primarily supernatural, the ground 

on which human and divine liberty meet. This transposition 

causes the dialectic to become the mystical wisdom of the 

saints: knowledge becomes dependent on the options of 

liberty, and choice determines truth. 26 

cottier stated that Fessard's whole system is based 

on the dialectic of the pagan-Jew which Fessard saw as a 

25Ibid ., p. 93. 26 Ibid ., pp. 93-94. 
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p e rmane nt str ucture of history . Thus, h e p l a c ed the con-

version of Israel at the end of time. This, howeve r , i s 

only a theological opinion and is subject to debate. The 

dialectic of the pagan-Jew was given a metaphysical value 

by Fessard. 

cottier believed that Fessard used the term d i alectic 

in an equivocal sense. He stated that Fessard proposed a 

series of schemas which are essentially imaginative. The 

schemas themselves a re less proper to ,the thought of Hegel 

than they are like the archetypes of Jung. 

La reduction a ux schemas represente un premier 
temps; ensuite, il n'ya plus qu'~ laisser se combiner 
entre elles, selon une l og i q ue . toute algebrique, les 
diverses "dialectique s, " e n definitive, c'est toute 
la realite qui est invitee a entrer dans les cadres 
prefixes d'une pense e relationnelle. 27 

The man/woman, paternity/materity, filiation, and even 

to some extent master/slave rapports of Fessard were explained 

in a manner which, contrary to the rigorous path of philosophy, 

was systematically metaphorical. Even the dialectic of the 

pagan-Jew could only subsist by means of a change in the 

significance of the terms, that is, an equivocation whereby 

the converted pagan ceases to be pagan in the eyes of Christ, 

for whom there is neither Greek nor Jew. Fessard's couples 

are reminiscent of the fundamental huma n relationships. 
t 

Psychoanalys is h a s illum i n ed these r e l at io n ships for us. 

27 Ibid . , p. 101 . 
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The supernatur a l s chema of t h e p agan-Jew is adde d to the 

series of h uman rapports. The series doe s not a ppear to be 

explanatory of history. The categories of pagen-Jew tend 

to become the constitutive elements of all human existence. 

Doesn't Fessard's method amount to a repetition of schemas 

which are always identical?28 

cottier asked what Fessard meant by an "ontology of 

history." Did he mean, as Hegel did, that existence should 

be historicized? Since he needed the ,suppor t of the super-

natural, wou l d one have an ontology? What is the relation-

ship of the natural, rational, and historic? Cottier agreed 

that the Thomists must work toward a philosophy of history; 

he doubted that it will be on the basis of an ontology. 

The last of the critical articles OIl Fessard's work 

was written by Edmond ortigues and appeared in the Revue 

de Metaphysigue et de Morale in 1961. 29 

ortigues began his study by showing us that Fessard's 

two volume work can only be fully understood in the light of 

Jesuit moral theology. He showed that Fessard was influenced 

28Ibid., pp. 101-105. 

29Edmond Ortigues, "Reflexions sur la th~ologie de 
Gaston Fessard," Revue de Metaphysigue et de Morale, LXVI 
(1961), 1-2, pp. 3l~ -325. 
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great ly by a mora l v i e w o f Revelation , Wh ich see s i t a s 

redemptive activity. This is opposed to a static conception 

which views Revelation as information which we have received 

from God. Ortigues believed that Fessard's Jesuit training 

was clearly evident in his method of theologizing. In 

Jesuit theology each moral problem is defined by three 

elements: 1) a particular situation or case of conscience; 

2) the case must exact . a judgment and free decision; 3) the 

decision must follow the principles o~ theology. The case 

in point in Fessard's book is the question of the priest-

workers and the doctrines which undergirded their cause. 

The title Fessard gave to his study, ·Realite histor igue (sic) 

(De l'actualite historigue), illustrates a reversible liason 

between action and the language of men, between lived reality 

and human reflection upon it. Thus, moral theology becomes 

"rea1ite historique" or the "sign and the thing," speculative 

and moral theology become homogeneous. In reintegrating moral 

theology within the scope of speculative theology Fessard 

encountered st. Thomas (who had placed it there), but en-

countered him in such a way as to infuse into it the militant 

theology which wa~ his own heritage into it. Fessard's 

. . t' f.:Jl t' 30 ~nsp~ra ~on was pro ounu y Igna ~an. 

30Ib id., pp. 312-314 • . 
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Fes sard's th e ology was based on the pag an- Jew d i alect i c 

which h e found in st. Paul. Fe ssard chose to make it the 

examplary foundation of an ethic of the f a ith rather than of 

a Christology. Ortigues believed that his whole discussion 

with the Thomists revolved around this point. Following 

Hegel's conception of the "communication of idioms," (which 

is present in the Incarnation and sacred history) Fessard 

operated from a biblical perspec.tive which is primarily 

Augustinian and stresses the "opera re:parationis" (works of 

reparation). The Augustinian view accepts the revelation of 

God as inseparable from the redemption of men. Thomists 

t :end to see the unity of Scripture in the "revelab i le" or 

the "what" of Revelation. For those who stress Revelatio n 

as a work of Redemption, it is this redemptive cha racter of 

31 
divine Revelation which constitutes it as a dialectic. 

Ortigues criticized Fessard's use of the dialectic of 

master and slave, and of man and woman, saying that Fessard 

left the nature of the conflict in the first obscure, and 

displayed a confusion rather than a dialectic in the second. 

H. Rondet, S. J., reviewed, but did not criticize 

Fessatd's book. 32 . He stated at the end of his work that 

31Ibid., pp. 317-318 • 

. 32He nri Rondet, S. J., "De L'actua lite histor ique," 
Re che rches des Scienc es Re lig ie uses , XLVIII (1960), 
578-587 . 
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the ologians who desire to progress i n their science and 

apostolic effectivene ss should read and reread Fessard's 

book. He believed it might mark a turn in the history of 

theological method. 

Two final statements about Fessard's work, each of 

them taken from brief references to. his book made in 

R.S.P.T. will close this chapter. The first, which appeared 

in 1962, asked if the .dialectic of the pagan-Jew could ever 

account for the totality of supernatural history, or contain 

within itself the dialectics destined to account for natural 

and human growth. 

La vraie difficulte par~it ~tre la suivante: 
la dialectique du Juif incr~dule et du Palen converti 
peut-elle rendre compte a elle seule de la totalite 
de l'histoire surnaturelle et peut-elle inclure en 
elle les dialectiques destinees a rendre compte du 
devenir naturel et du devenir humain?33 

The second reference stated that we still lack a 

good philosophy of history, and that if Fessard's work re-

mains problematic it is principally for this reason. 

Dans le debat toujours ouvert sur la theologie 
de l'histoire, c'est d'abord une bonne philosophie de 
l'histoire qui no us fait d€faut. Contrairement a ce 
que certains semblent croire, ce n'est pas en 
commen?ant par affirmer qu'une telle philosophie est 
necessairement vouee a l'echec qu'on rend la tache 
des th'ologiens plus aisee. Si l!effort d 1 inter­
pretation de l'histoire du P. Fessard demeure finale­
ment si pr~blematique, malgre tout son interet, c'est 

t 

33B• Montagues, "Anthropologie Philosophique: Bulletin 
de Philosophie," Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Th'olo­
giques, XLVI (1962), 720-721. 
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sans doute p arce qu'il omet cette etape prelable 
d'une intelligibilite philosophique de l'histoire et 
veut voir dans Ie couple bib l ique du palen et du 
juif la cle de l'histoire universelle. 34 

Geffr~ declared that the theology of his to~y is still 

seeking its object and its method. It is not sufficient to 

substitute for it the biblical couple of the pagan and the 

Jew. 

34Geffre, "Theologie de l'histoire: Bulletin de 
Theologie Dogmatique, II' R.S.P.T., XLVII (1963), 130-131. 
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CHAPTER IV 

critique of Fessard's Ideas and Those of His critics 

The question which underlies all of Fessard's studies 

is the meaning of history and the guidance of men's free 

choices in shaping history. He saw clearly the distinction 

between a purely natural history or evolution, and a pecu­

liarly human, that is,. rational and f .ree, creat ion of the 

course of events. It was his contention that truly human 

history is not possible unless it has a meaning which 

transcends the visibility of natural life, and the intellec­

tual and psychic possibilites of human life {see supra.,p.6}. 

He believed that man is not man because of his relation to 

the visible world and his peers, that it is intrinsic to 

the human reality to have a destiny which is beyond the 

human. The question is not whether a purely human nature 

could exist; it is whether in this present world it does 

exist. Fessard's answer was no. This was because he saw 

man as truly himself only when in relation to the Father 

through Christ (ropra., pp. 8-9). conversely, the world 

is not meaningful except in so far as it was created as an 

external expression ~f the Father's creative love, that is, 

of His Word. This was a position held in faith, and was 

never intended by Fessard to be a philosophical or historical 
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assumption (supra. , P.S9). There was ample poiitical and 

existential evidence to support his' thesis that the huma n, 

which is not in creative relation to the transcendent, will 

regress to a level 10\'.Ier than human; but Fessard I s belief 

in the transcendent meaning of life and his conviction that 

this meaning is in terms of Christ were founded in his 

Christian faith. He was in search of a theology of history. 

This theology he conceived of as an analysis of the structures 

of human historical being, and the di~covery of the dialectic 

in virtue of which this being might engender a supernatural 

life. l The desire to work toward the creation of such a 

theology raised, for him, the questions of the possibility of 

human historical being and of the use of the dialectical 

method. These are philosophical questions, and Fessard con­

tended from the beginning that there can be no adequate 

theology of history until its philosophical underpinnings 

have been constructed (supra., p. 14). However, his conception 

of a category of historical being, and his supposed acceptance 

of the Hegelian dialectical method, met vehement opposition --

' especially from Thomists. 

Fessard stated that human reality is being increasingly 

conceived of as essentially historical despite the existential 

IFessard; De l'actualit~ historique, p. 112. 
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and phenomenological emphasis on immediate and individual 

experience. This human, historical reality is viewed more 

and more as an ontology. In Fessard's thought, there exists 

for modern man a category of historical being which deserves 

to be recognized by philosophers and theologians in addition 

to the traditional Thomistic categories of natural and rational 

being (supra., p. 28). It was not his intention to separate 

historical being from the categories of natural and rational 

being; he saw it as participating in 'them, and as necessary 

for them to be totally understood. It is for philosophers 

and theologians to determine the exact rapport among these 

6ategories. (supra., p. 2~. Fessard believed there is also 

need for a fourth category, supernatural history, in order 

that human historical reality might ha.ve ultimate inward 

coherence and meaning. In speaking of this fourth category 

he left the realm of philosophy for that of theology. The 

Thomists, especially Jolif, cottier and Nicholas, were quick 

to pick him up on this (supra., Chap. 3). They argued in the 

following manner: The category of historical being rela­

tivizes the categories of the natural and rational being. 

What is effected is an exterior juxtaposition of categories. 

Fessard's "etre naturel.!.'- historical being -- is not the 

same concept as Thomas' "ens naturae," or being of nature. 

The natural-rational opposition of Fessard is the result of 
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question. Thomas and Aristotle were not unaffected by their 

own times, nor totally uninterested in the idea of history. 

This can be seen from their interest in time and in poli­

tical and social issues. It remains true, however, that a 

keen interest in the dynamic development ~nd the evolutive 

p~ogress of the natural world and the human race, are more 

peculiar to the 19th and 20th centuries than to any others. 

This is largely due to the influence of science and technolo­

gical development on the world of thought. The present age 

is most conscious of the total growth process. 

Here it is worth noting that not only philosophical 

thought, but also the views of the common man, are 

thoroughly historically conditioned today. This is the way 

modern man thinks of himself and his world. 



Histor y as a Dialectical Process 

The second major criticism leveled at. Fessard was 

his use of the concept of a dialectic of history. He 
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was accused of Hegelian relativism and rationalist idealism. 

The particular dialectic which he stressed, that of the 

pagan and the Jew, was cited as a theological solution to 

a philosophical problem (supra., P.77 et seg.). This last 

accusation bears careful consideration in that it is parti­

ally true. Fessard did not intend to·construct a philosophy 

of history~ he lamented its absence. He did, however, 

without creating such a needed philosophy, proceed to a 

theological explanation of history which presupposed it. 

Was he adopting a Hegelian dialectic? He said no. 

perhaps that is too simple an answer. The Hegelian dialectic 

of Absolute Spirit's realizing itself through the process of 

historical development is criticized by Christian philosophers 

because the Hegelian absolute is not God. It ~ the Spirit 

behind a purely rational and ultimately predictable process 

of becoming. To this extent, Fessard was not Hegelian. His 

Absolute -- from the beginning -- was a theological absolute, 

God. (supra.,p.59"and p.65). Even in philosophical terms, 

the Transcendent accepted by Fessard was totally free and 

beyond the scope or control of the human rational process. 

Because of this, Fessard cannot be accused of Hegelian 
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ideali s m. 

The question of relativism might admit of a different 

conclusion. Did Fessard, even unwittingly, accept the 

relativism usually associated with idealism? To see reality 

as historically conditioned, and to accept the possibility of 

a category of historical being would seem to necessitate the 

acceptance of a certain relativity with respect to reality. 

To conceive of the historical process in terms of a dialectic 

of man with the Transcendent, for Fes~ard God, almost demands 

"relatedness" between free "beings~ This implies a kind of 

relativity. Does the relativity or change implied in a 

pialogic relationship mean imperfection in either party in 

the dialogue? Would this relativety destroy the concept of 

Absolute and deny the existence of God? It is conceivable 

that dialogue, the dialectical process, of man with the 

Transcendent could mean change in both parties to the dialogue 

without implying previous imperfection in the Transcendent. 

At this point, it would be well to realize, that 

while the total Hegelian philosophy is questionable, most 

modern thinkers have studied Hegel with enough sophistica­

tion to view his thought as at least partly valid. The 

rationalism inherent ' in Hegel's work has been discarded by 

many, while the fact that history is affected by a certain 

relativity is rather ge nerally accepted . The term 
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"relativity" no longer carries, for most thinkers, the 

negative connotations which it once' had, and it is no 

longer viewed as inextricably intertwined with rationalist 

idealism. 
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A Study of the Dialectic of the Pagan a nd t h e Jew 

The final section of this critical chapter will dis-

cuss Fessard's exegesis of st. Paul, then, respectively, his 

view of pagans and Jews as existential or moral categories, 

his opinion that the pagan-Jew dialectic is a synthesis 

between natural and supernatural history, and his assertion 

that it is a means by which to evaluate present ideologies 

and decisions. 

Fessard's Exegesis 

Fessard based his opinion that the conversion of the 

'Jews would take place at the end of time on the 11th chapter 

of Romans, particularly verses 12-15. He believed their 

conversion must be a parousial event if his dialectic of 

the pagan and the Jew was to be valid. The following 

trans~ation of them is taken from the Jerusalem Bible: 

Think of the extent to which the world, the pagan 
world, has benefited from their fall and defection 
then think how much more it will benefit from the 
conversion of them all. Let me tell you pagans this: 
I have been sent to the pagans as their apostle, and 
I am proud of being sent, but the purpose of it is 
to make my own people envious of you, and in this 
way save some of them. Since their rejection meant 
the reconciliation of the world, do you know what 
their admission v.J ill mean? Nothing less than a 
resurrection f~om the dead. • 

Fessard cited other chapters in Romans in support of 

his opinions , especially chapter nine. He felt that chapters 
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two and three of Ephesians evidenced a fundamental antagonism 

between Jews and pagans, and called the polarity between the 

two groups "the mystery" which Paul exposed. (See supra., 

p. 46.) 

Fessard's critics -- Jolif, Journet, and Cottier --

responded that his interpretation of st. Paul was a possible 

one, but could not be more than opinion. Their reaction 

was valid. Fessard's ~easons for insisting that the conver-

sion of the Jews will be a Parousial e~ent appear to be 

founded more- on his conviction that pagans and Jews are 

seen as moral categories by st. Paul, than on accepted 

scholarly exegesis of the Pauline texts. 

The Jerusalem Bible, published in English in 1966, 

interprets the "ressurrection from the dead" spoken of 

in Rom. 11:15 in the following way: 

This sentence has been variously interpreted. The 
meaning seems to be that if a comparison may be 
drawn between the conversion of the pagans and 
'the reconciliation of the world' (the first stage 
in the redemptive plan), the conversion of Israel will 
be such a favor from God that it could be compared 
only with the final resurrection (the second stage). 
If this is true, Paul is thinking of the general 
resurrection at the end of time; but he does not 
say that this is to take place immediately after 
Isr-ael's conversion. On the other hand some 
translate 'life from those who were dead,.2 

-. 2The Jerusale~ Bibl~ (Garden city, New York: Double­
day and company, Inc., 1966), p. 285. 
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Pagans and Jews a s Ex iste ntial cat egories 

There is no doubt that Fessard viewed Jews and pagans 

as moral categories, (see supra, P.37). In 1947, he wrote 

that the historical people with Whom st. Paul worked became 

existential, historical categories even for him. He accused 

the Thomists of sacrificing st. Paul's belief by their new 

exegesis, which placed the conversion of the Jews within 

time, rather than at the end of time. 

In 1960, Fessard asserte d that the New Testament, 

christ, and the Church, could not be the fulfillment of the 

Old Testament if the antithetical rol~of Jews and pagans 

were not central (supra, pA6). He cited Benoit's 

exegesis of Ephesians and Benoit's conviction that Jews and 

pagans were commonly understood in the Bible to be the two 

categorical groups which constitute humanity. Fessard went 

further and called them truly historical categories in the 

Kantian sense of a priori forms of discursive consciousness 

(supra, p. 47) . 

Fessard's use of Benoit was not' a strong support for 

his position, because Benoit's article appear~d in 1937. In 

1960 it was outdated. His conclusion that Benoit's term 

"categories" had t He same meaning as his own remains con­

jecture. 
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Similarly , when Fessard saw Peter and Paul as sym­

bolic representations of the pagan-Jew dialectic, (supra, 

p.50 ), he was drawing a conclusion Which is possibly true, 

but not necessarily the intended meaning of the scriptural 

writers. 

On the other hand, while Fessard's exegesis of Paul 

cannot be conclusively defended on the grounds of scienti­

fic study, it is unlikely that he was totally wrong when 

he stated that, for Paul, the two peoples became paradigm 

symbols of humanity. 

Fessard may be defended also for citing the two 

?eoples as symbolic of a struggle which takes place within 

each individual (supra, p. 38 ). He foundered, however, 

when he concluded that the "unbelieving Jews" were 

"rejected" by God. This opinion could not be substantiated 

today. Vatican Council II, and the theology it inaugurated, 

are explicit in negating such a position. 

To Journet's credit, in 1960, he reacted in a manner 

which was realistic and theologically avant garde. Journet 

insisted somewhat heatedly that the Jews were to be viewed 

as a real people and not merely as a moral category (supra, 

p.84). At the same time he refused to allow that God 

would ever repent Qf His promise and gifts to the Jewish 

people. 
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vatican II' s Declaration on the Relationship of the 

Church to Non-Christian Religions h a s this to say. 

As holy Scripture testifies, Jerusalem did not recog~ 
nize the time of her visitation, nor did the Jews in 
large number accept the gospel; indeed, not a few 
opposed the spreading of it. Nevertheless, according 
to the Apostle, the Jews still rema in most dear to 
God because of thei r fathers, for He does not repent 
of the gifts He makes nor of the calls He issues. In 
company with the prophets and the same Apostle, the 
Church awa its tha t day, known to God alone, on Which 
all peoples will address the Lord in a single voice 
and ~serve him with one accord. 3 

The American Catholic bishops, through their Secretariat 

for Catho lic-Jewish Relations, called for: 

An acknowledgment by catholic scholars of the living 
and complex reality of Judaism after Christ and the 
permanent election of Israel, alluded to by st. Paul 
(Rom. 9:29), and incorporation of the results in 
Catholic teaching. 4 

Cardinal Bea, in The Church and the Jewish People, states: 

Can it, perhaps, be because their persistent incredulity 
has led God finally to reject them? st. Paul categori­
cally denies any such conclusion: in spite of every­
thing, in spite of the ma j orit5's lack o f faith, God 
has not rejected his people ••• 

3walter M. Abbot, s. J., ed., The Documents of vatican 
II: Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non­
Christian Religions (New York: Guild_ press, 19664PP. 664-665. 

4s~cretariat for Catholic-Jewish Relations, Guidelines 
for Catholic-Jewish Relations . (New Jersey: Seton Hall 
University, n.d.), p. 8. 

5Augustin Cardinal Bea, S. J., The Church and the Jewish 
People (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), p. 93. 
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Finally, Gregory Baum, writing on "The Doctrinal Basis 

for Jewish-Christian Dialogue declared: 

The destiny of Judaism is not to disappear and give 
way to ChristianitYi Judaism continues to exercise 
a positive role in God's plan of salvation. This 
saving presence of God in Jewish religion is the 
source of its extraordinary vitality and its resili­
ence against all adversaries. 6 

6Gregory Baum, 
Christian Dialogue," 
p. 151. 

"The Doctrinal Basis for Jewish-
The Ecumenist, VI (May-June, 1968), 
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The Pagan-Jew Dialectic as a Synthesis Between the Natural 
and the Supernatural'Orders 

Fessard spoke of the synthetic character of the 

dialectic of the pagan and the Jew in his study of Feret's 

book on the conflict between sts. Peter and Paul over the 

Law. He saw sts. Peter and Paul, their disagreement over 

the "Judaizers," and their final compromise, as an example 

of his dialectic. He viewed their final agreement as exem-

p1ary of the synthetic character of the dialectic, implying 

that the dialectic worked a synthesis between the individual 

posi tions of the two men. He also inferred th,at ;their per-

~ona1 concordance was a part of the total historical dia-

logue, an example of a synthesis on a historical as well as 

a supernatural level (supra, p.52 ). 

Two key texts, written in 1960, are explicit about the 

role of the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew as mediator 

between sacred and profane history (supra, P.60). In them 

Fessard defends his use of the natural couples of master and 

slave, man and woman. He asserts that these natural couples 

are fulfilled and elevated by the supernatural dialectic of 

the pagan and the Jew." The latter dialectic is mediator7 it 

unites sacred and profane historY7 it is the synthesis 

between the natura~, human couples and the transcendent. 

In the introduction to De l'actua1ite historique (1960) 

Fessard described the Christian as the third term or synthesis 
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of t h e p agan-J ew d ial e c t ic (supra, p . 70) . Apparently , f o r 

Fe s s a rd, the Christia n is als o a moral cat egory, because he 

is seen to be the unity of ma n with God, of man with man, and 

of man with nature. In this sense, the Christian becomes the 

synthesis of the pagan and Jewish positions. He also em­

bodies a synthesis of the natural and supernatur al orders. 

It seems reasonable to suppose t hat Fessard would not 

have insisted that the individual Christia n is, in f act, what 

his vocation might ideally make him. The question of the 

complementary vocations of Christians, as well as the 

"anonymous Christianity" of pagan unbelievers arises at this 

~oint. Can such a clear distinction between the vocations of 

pagans, Jews, and Christians be drawn today, even on a purely 

speculative or exemplary plane? 

When considering modern philosophies of history, Fessard 

saw his pagan-Jewish dialectic as a synthesis and corrective 

of the thought of Hegel, Kierkegaard, and Marx. (supra,p. 71 ). 

His analysis appears to oversimplify the divergence betwen 

the three systems of thought, reducing the ir differences to 

their incorporation, or lack of acceptance of the super­

natural. 

In 1960, Fessard insisted that there should be no 

difficulty in dist 1nguishing the natura l from the supernatura l 

in his thought. He never in t ended a pure ly n a tural dialectic; 
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his dialectic of the pagan and the Jew was central to a 

theology of h i story (supra , p. 49 ) • . He repeatedly defended 

the supernatural character of the pagan-Jew dialectic. For 

him, transcendent divine liberty makes it possible for 

human liberty to transcend itself (supra, p. 49). 

Fessard's critics objected to his belief that the pagan-

Jew couple offers a synthesis between natural and supernatural 

history, on the ground? that he .was confounding the natural 

and supernatural orders. They accuseq him of offering a 

theological solution, one directly from Revelation, to 

questions which were essential ly philosophical . Jolif 

accused him of Hegelianism (supra, p.7S). Nicholas saw 

an inevitable confusion of the natural and supernatural 

orders, and cottier saw his use of the dialectic as a 

rejection of philosophy (supra, p. -8S). Geffre declared, 

in 1963, that if Fessard's work remains problematic, it 

is principally because we still lack a good philosophy of 

history (supra, p. 92). 

It is true that Fessard lacks the foundation of a good 

philosophy of history from which to theologize. The result 

is a theologywhi~h appears artificial and oversimplified. 

However, it is also true that Fessard was struggling to 

t 

come to grips .with the need for a good philosophy of history, 
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one which would i ncorporate the v al i d insights o f mode rn 

thought, e spec i al ly t ha t of Hegel. Here h e a sked for h e l p , 

but met with more criticism than creative cooperation. 
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The Dialectic o f the Pagan and the Jew as a Means o f Eva lua ting 

Present situatio n s 

Fessard believed that his dialectic of the pagan and 

the Jew before Christ "provided a means of evaluating present 

ideologies, and of illumining situa tions of choice . He 

applied it to the study of Nazism and Communism. Writing 

in 1960, he asserted that the essence "of an ideology can 

be known from the way it relates to Christianity a nd/or 
. 

Judaism (supra, P.4l ). He stated that Communistic atheism 

is a perversion and inversion of Judaism (supra, p. 43 ). 

On this final point, Fessard's critics objected that 

his use of the dialectic of the pagan and the Jew to 

evaluate present societal situations was excessive and 

artificial. Jolif and Nicholas both made this observation 

(supra, PP.78 & 80). Cottier observed that Fessard's 

introduction of the lesser dialectics of the master and 

slave, man and woman was based more on psychology than on 

philosophy (supra, p. 88 ). 

These criticisms seem justified even though it is 

true that individuals and the nations directed by indivi-

duals, must choose either a self agrandizing (idolatrous) 

or an honest stance before reality. 

Let us summar ize in orde r to conclude the present 
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s t udy of Fe s sard' s dialect ic of t he p a g a n and t he J ew. His 

exege sis of t h e Pa uline t exts is que stiona ble. His vie w of 

pagans and Jews as mora l categories was not intended to be 

rigorously applied to individua l Chr istians, Jews, or 

unbelievers. However, it is artificial, and anti-semitic 

in tone if not in intention. In the light of modern ecumen­

ical thought, it minimizes the dignity and importance of the 

continuing vocation of the Jewish people. 

Fessard's use of the pagan-Jew ~ialectic as a syn­

thesis between the natural and supernatural orders fails, 

primarily because he lacks the found a tion of an adequa te 

philosophy of history upon which to build his theology. 

Again, the dialectic is artificial when applied to the whole 

historical-supernat ural process. The same is valid when 

the dialectic is used as a means of evaluating present 

historical events. 

Fessard's major contributions are his attempt to 

incorporate in his philosophy and theology the valid 

insights of the modern philosophies of history, and his 

efforts toward the creation of a theology of history. 
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