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Hellwig: Experiences. Twenty-six Y ears of Undergraduate Theology

Twenty-six Years of
Undergraduate Theology
Monika K. Hellwig

Landegger Professor

Georgetown University

have been teaching under-

graduate theology classes at

Georgetown University since
1967, spanning a quarter century
during which we have been try-
ing to adapt to the changes brought
about by Vatican Il in every facet
of Catholic life. The guiding prin-
ciples for our theology department
have been drawn from the Den-
ver meeting of representatives of
Jesuit colleges and universities in
1970. According to this, all un-
dergraduates are required to take
at last two courses in the theol-
ogy department, but no one can
be required to take a confessional
course, that is, one that assumes
commitment to a particular tra-
dition. We have a broadly ecumeni-
cal faculty in the department.

In this context, my continuing
concern has been not to let the intel-
lectual grasp of Catholic faith and
tradition slip away from the post-
Vatican Il generations of students. As
we have all noticed, in the early 70s
we were still teaching students
knowledgeable, though sometimes
bewildered or angry, about their tra-
dition. This stage faded fast. Increas-
ingly we have been teaching stu-
dents almost totally ignorant but
quite pleasantly curious about their
own tradition. We have a large num-
ber of students from traditions other
than Catholic; in varying degrees
this state of ignorance and interest is
theirs also. My concern, however,
has been particularly with Catholic
students in danger of losing their im-
mensely rich tradition. No students
are required to take any of my
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courses which all fall within a broad
range of choices with which under-
graduates can fulfill their require-
ments.

Some of my courses, such as Lat-
in American Liberation Theology,
Christian Perspectives on Marxism,
Jesus in Christian Faith, etc., are cy-
cled. The two that I teach every year
are a two-semester course in the his-
tory of Christian thought, intended
primarily for Christian theology
majors and a one semester course,
Introduction to Catholic Theology
offered each semester. Both attract
not only Catholic students but some
others who are interested for aca-
demic or personal reasons.

My goals in the history of Chris-
tian thought class can be briefly
stated: to make the students aware
of the immense wealth of the tradi-
tion, to give them a taste of classic
texts in excerpts from primary
sources, and to offer them a kind of
historical “map” on which they can
locate authors and texts, under-
standing them in their own con-
texts. My hope is to counter the
trend in current teaching and writ-
ing which moves straight from
Scripture to contemporary reflec-
tion, or from Paul to Augustine to
Luther to the Enlightenment. It
seems to me that one of the consti-
tutive features of Catholicism is the
treasuring of the cumulative wis-
dom of the past, not as a sealed
package to be tossed to the next
generation for safe-keeping, but as a
living resource to be engaged again
and again in creative wrestling with
new questions.

In the Introduction to Catholic
Theology my goal is to present the
basic belief themes of Christian
faith, unfolding their intelligibility
in terms of the students’ own expe-
rience and in terms of the develop-

ment of those themes in the Church.
The themes 1 take are revelation, cre-
ation, sin and redemption, Chris-
tology, ecclesiology, sacraments and
eschatology. With each theme there
is a framework: experience, ques-
tions arising out of the experience,
narrative foundation in Scripture
(what we used to call locus clas-
sicus), unfolding in history of the
systematic explanation, instances of
loss and recovery of meaning (in-
stances of biblical fundamentalism,
or insistence on verbal orthodoxy
when the meaning of the words has
changed, etc.), and new questions
arising in our time. I want the stu-
dents to recognize this pattern in ret-
rospect, but we actually begin with
the reading of one or more biblical
source texts, discussing the symbol-
ism, allusions, meaning in the origi-
nal context, and ways the text was
understood by Church Fathers and
others. From there 1 take the stu-
dents back to a reflection on what
kinds of questions people might
have been asking to which these nar-
ratives respond, in what ways the
students themselves share those
questions, and what are the life ex-
periences out of which such ques-
tions arise. After this I pick up the
thread of development of the theme
in Christian history—the linguistic
and cultural adaptions, the debates
over interpretation, the heresies, the
attempts to deal with new philo-
sophical assumptions about reality
and human knowledge of it, etc. Fi-
nally, we touch on contemporary
questions and leave them open, in
order to convey the sense that the
process continues and that Christians
of today and tomorrow must accept
responsibility for carrying it on.
This is obviously an immensely
ambitious project for a three credit
undergraduate course. I think what
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has actually happened is that the
students have been invited into the
workshop of a practicing theologian
where they have seen the enterprise
going on. 1 hope they come away
with the conviction that it makes
sense, that they themselves can un-
derstand more and more of the tra-
dition by further reflection and read-
ing, and that as Christians they are
invited to do this.

Intelligence Shaped by Affection
William M. Shea

Chair and Professor

Saint Louis University

homas Flanagan, in his volu-
I minous novel of Irish in-
trigue and rebellion against
England in the 19th century, com-
ments on one character who with-
draws from the rebellion because of
his love for his wife and her need for
him. He says that the real history of
humankind is to be discovered not
in the succession of great events or-
dinarily written about by historians
(Parnell or the IRA), but in the his-
tory of affection: the love between
wife and husband and between
friends (Parnell and the IRA in-
cluded insofar as they are driven by
affection).

This may relieve oneself from
public responsibility, but in at least
one sense it is true. Devotion to a
cause, just action and the retention
of sacred and shaping memories are
possible only if the coals of human
affection are fired and banked. Karl
Rahner describes the experience of
grace in terms of basic affectivity.
And he himself, naturally enough, is
not far from that classic of Christian
spirituality, Ignatius’ Spiritual Exer-

cises, which sets forth a process by
which we may find our place in “re-
ality,” in that vast history of affec-
tion told in the Scriptures. The en-
gine of progress in history is intelli-
gence shaped by affection, and their
absence is decline. This is what I
suppose to be true when 1 teach.

What I teach is this:

Our religion is the chief public
exercise and shaping of understand-
ing and affection toward God, and
so the chief engine of culture. To my
mind, the decisive examples of this
truth about humanity are the resur-
rection of Jesus and the survival of
the Jews and of jJudaism. Even
against the most powerful and bla-
tant displays of evil in human his-
tory, affection for God and neighbor
proved invulnerable.

Our religion is a practice, not a
theory. Christianity is not a philoso-
phy, a theology or a cosmology. It is
a social disciplining of the affec-
tions, the mind, the “spirit.”

Religion is worth every bit of in-
tellectual attention we can afford to
give it, for it is historically and aes-
thetically fascinating, frequently in-
telligent, sometimes philosophically
“deep.”

Our religion has the potency for
good and evil possessed by all indi-
viduals and societies. Religion is as
shot through with sin as it is with
grace. It is important that we get this
straight and that students avoid na-
ivete on the matter: religion is suf-
fused with guilt, irony and moral
ambiguity.

In the university and as a theo-
logian, I do not suppose my work to
have a special or sacred place. 1 do
the same things that other profes-

»

sors of the humanities do: I recount
histories, analyze texts and compare
meanings. I try to teach students
how to read sacred texts and acts. 1
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teach texts and traditions of inter-
pretation of texts, acts and traditions
of interpretation of acts. My slice of
the humanities pie is Roman Catho-
lic Christianity, but I teach facets of
the other Christianities as well. 1
even try to think about “religion in
general.”

The quest for self-transcendence

in knowledge and love is

the university’ task as well as
the Church’s. In the university
this is an intellectual practice

primarily, as well as

a religious one.

The quest for self-transcendence
in knowledge and love is the uni-
versity’s task as well as the Churchs.
The university exists in this regard
to impart and support our knowl-
edge of one another so that affection
among us becomes a real possibility.
In the university this is an intellec-
tual practice primarily, as well as a
religious one. The key to a judgment
of the university in any other than
formalistic and technical terms is
this: has the practice of strangers
come to be known and prized? If the
modern university in a pluralistic
setting does not accomplish this, it
has not contributed to the “real” his-
tory of humanity. Intelligence and
affection remain the threads to fol-
low out of the cave.
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