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 The drama of 20th and 21st centuries Catholic thought casts Henri de Lubac as a foil turned 

hero, respectively. The first act confirms that despite now being celebrated by Catholics, at one time 

he underwent censure, presumed a foe to sacred teaching.  In its second act, after the second Vatican 1

council, de Lubac was vindicated and established as a theological prophet anticipating the coming 

difficulties of the 21st century. This dramatic tension, between former exclusion and modern 

embrace, suggests that de Lubac had long been misunderstood, and perhaps misapplied. I suggest 

that though modern theology has made significant advancements to remedy that misunderstanding, 

current expositions are still hampered by prejudices which can obscure his greatest theological 

contributions. Those errors—present amongst both 20th and 21st century interpreters—results from 

an inability to synthesize the underlying conceptions, which drive de Lubac's variegated writing 

career. 

 It would be both audacious and foolhardy to try and rewrite the scholarly reception of de 

Lubac. Instead I will offer a route towards that desired synthesis through a close examination of his 

second major publication, Corpus Mysticum. Our reading will map a motif which avoids those near-

sighted tendencies that prevent a synthetic reading of de Lubac. In Corpus Mysticum we will 

discover his deep concerns regarding dialectical rationalism. Hopefully, this analysis will construct a 

new paradigm, which will clarify de Lubac’s primary texts and provide investigative avenues into 

some of his lesser studied works. 

 We begin by sketching the prevailing “standard model” for reading de Lubac's Corpus 

Mysticum. We suspend its received interpretive key in order to build a governing motif from the 

ground up. This motif operates within de Lubac’s concern over a divisive rationalism, which he 

indicates to be his work's most interior concern.  Our prolegomena will thus be complete. Close 2

analysis of Corpus Mysticum will show that though ostensibly about the Eucharist and the Church, it 

ultimately exposits the dialectical rationality that led to their dismemberment. We conclude by 

affirming that the same dialectic which de Lubac finds in the middle ages has fomented into a threat 
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to his own historical period. In addition, we discover that de Lubac safeguards a “good dialectic” 

after extricating the “bad dialectic.” Finally, the rations concerns discovered in Corpus Mysticum, is 

transposed to greater dilemmas addressed in de Lubac’s other, unsynthesized, writings. 

PART I: The Standard Model 

 In short, Corpus Mysticum is a philological diagnostic. It unearths certain conceptual 

ailments which both cause and arise from medieval understandings of the Eucharist. This issue is 

critical for de Lubac because the Eucharist is the chief mode of the Church's self-understanding and 

ultimately the chief expression of the Church by which the world will come to understand itself.  The 3

work's backdrop concerns the subtle historical shift in the way medieval theologians and clerics 

conceived of it. Primarily, as either symbolic or as “real.” De Lubac suggests that these two visions 

need not be, nor always were, exclusive. De Lubac traces this fundamental disjunction of those two 

notions, real and symbolic, by carefully attending to the full Eucharistic lexicon. Through liturgical 

sampling and the survey of theological sourcebooks, he shows that nuanced interpretation of words 

like body, mystery, sacrament, presence, true, flesh, bread, develop into these two polarizing 

positions. This is penultimate, however. I argue, from de Lubac, that these positions are the result of a 

key conceptual and methodological changes occurring outside the debate itself. Those shifts obscure 

the mysterious belief that the Eucharist has always been reciprocally real and symbolic. 

 The deepest insights of Corpus Mysticum are made opaque by a loosely canonized 

interpretive lens. As an editor of a recent English edition of the work, Lawrence Paul Hemming 

points to a standard interpretive model that, if left unexamined, misses some of de Lubac's key 

concerns. Hemming asserts that this interpretive key is innocently used to unlock this difficult text.  4

The limitations of the key are not so benign. The standard approach asserts that de Lubac's 

culminating concern is a shift in the threefold understanding of the “body of Christ.” This shift, the 
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model holds, is the stimulant for the evolution in Eucharistic understanding.  The paradigm proposes 5

that ancient commentators have always distinguished between the historical body, sacramental body, 

and ecclesial body of Christ.  In former days, so goes the model, there was a strong alliance between 

the sacramental and ecclesial bodies with a faint line distinguishing them both from the historical. 

Later, as the paradigm continues, that faint line shifted to separate the ecclesial and sacramental in 

turn conjoining the historical and sacramental. It had the effect, intended or not, of declaring this new 

dyad to be the exclusive mystical body of Christ. The ecclesial is left wanting. 

 This is where the typical paradigm runs aground. In it, de Lubac is not doing much more than 

bemoaning the loss of the Church's fundamental participation in the real body of Christ. Admittedly, 

this assertion is certainly important and well within de Lubac's interest. But, to situate the entire work 

within this paradigm would be myopic.  

 Our assertion is that de Lubac's purpose is to explore a deeper and wider-reaching cause that 

accounts for this shift. A closer reading of Corpus Mysticum reveals that the typical paradigm's 

threefold shift is only one dimension—a derivative one at that—of a much more robust concern with 

a dialectical epistemology.  Specifically, the standard model is clarified by the dialectic which causes 

the threefold shift. What interpreters of de Lubac could benefit from, then, is a reading that suspends 

the standard model, which constrains it from above and instead read it from below. We shall attempt 

that reading with this dialectical filter in mind.  

 It is critical here to note this filter is not an arbitrary intrusion or a repeat of the same 

constraint; It is given by de Lubac himself. In an early lecture on the the loss of the sacred in the 

Church, de Lubac cites four causes which succeed in interiority and importance.  He suggests that (1) 6

many have juxtaposed secular and sacred  knowledge and thus (2) theology has been caught trying to 

establish doctrine by labelling heresy. For our purposes, briefly, we must note that he addresses 

Eucharistic confusion as a result of this heretical polemicizing. He then turns to (3)  the relation of 

nature and grace as a fundamental misunderstanding which results from (4) a rationalist spirit which 

has invaded theology. It seems clear from de Lubac himself that the Church has too long been caught 
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in insider squabbles and has neglected the world. Moreover, its navel-gazing minutiae results the way 

it has learned to think. In de Lubac’s words, 

...we are the curators, a museum where we have inventoried, arranged and labeled everything; we know how 
to define all the terms, we have an answer for all objections, we supply the desired distinctions at just the 
right moment... If there is still a mystery, at least we know exactly where it is to be placed, and we point to 
this precisely defined site.  7

Even more aligned with our immediate task is de Lubac’s identification of a resistant dialectical 

tendency that is a constructive operator in Eucharistic doctrine.  Later, he sets out in Corpus 8

Mysticum to explicate how the unity of the corpus and the active nature of the mysticum has been 

splintered by a similar dialectic. 

PART II: A Rationalist Reading of Corpus Mysticum 

 In that earlier lecture on the sacred, de Lubac outlines a way that we can bear clear witness to 

invasive rationalism: 

All the more since such deficiencies do not remain isolated in the mind. They bear fruit in practice (or, if 
you prefer, they are the theoretical expression of an interior attitude that is also translated into the domain of 
action). To describe these fruits, it would be necessary to make a kind of history of religious life in the 
course of recent centuries.  9

 Narrowly, we can discover the invasion of rationalism by examining certain ecclesiastical 

actions on which they bear. More broadly, his entire body of work is his attempt at expositing this 

“history of religious life” through the exposition of many acts, which, taken together, point to the 

same dialectical issue. The Eucharist is unique because it addresses both scopes. It is that supreme act 

wherein his four concerns, especially the visibility of this distorting rationalism, converge most 

clearly. He says as much:  

Nowhere was this evolution [from symbolism to dialectic] clearer than in Eucharistic doctrine. Even 
among those who still considered it of great importance, symbolism become something artificial and 
accessory.  10
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As a result, we can turn to Corpus Mysticum as a critical window into de Lubac's deepest, synthetic 

interests.  

A Primer on the Eucharistic Controversy 

 Corpus Mysticum, on its surface, is a disorienting read at times. It is littered with minor 

characters, little-known liturgical documents, and lengthy etymologies. In order to confirm the line 

between the Eucharist and dialectic, some background is in order. 

 The height of the Eucharistic controversy came in the 11th century, but its roots are in the 

9th. The doctrinal controversy itself ran concurrently with an evolution in educational and 

epistemological methodology. Their confluence is evident in the fact that theology was shifting from 

establishing assertions on the shoulders of the ancients to establishing the certainty of their proposals 

through dialectical scrutiny.   11

 To this point, we have suggested multiple times that de Lubac's writings are underscored by 

his concern about this “rationalist” and “dialectical” trend in theology. Even so, we have yet to define 

dialectic because, in itself, it is an elusive concept. As we will clarify below, it has evolved over 

time.  Nevertheless, in order to complete our argument, we are compelled to give a working 12

definition which reflects the kind of dialectic de Lubac contends with. Dialectic has been, and 

continues to be, a rational methodology which provides conceptual clarity through the discriminating 

help of oppositions which pivot on non-contradiction.  Put differently, it is that strategy one uses to 13

parse out an object, material or metaphysical, through a series of subtractions and negations. It is this 

because it is not that. This dialectical strategy is critical to the Eucharistic controversies of the 9th 

and 11th centuries.  

 The Eucharist had not been systematically addressed until a 9th century monk, Pascasius 

Radbertus, was invited to write on the nature of Christ's presence in the sacrament. His position, put 
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simply, was that the bread consumed in the communion was identical to the historical body of the 

Christ. He invoked the incarnation as a justification. If God could impregnate a body with His 

fullness without that body undergoing exterior rearrangement, then the 'actual' presence of Christ is 

preserved without a loss of bread and wine's form.  

 Shortly thereafter, Ratramnus Maurus, a monastic brother of Pascasius, wrote an alternate 

opinion.  Maurus wrote that the elements of bread and wine were not identified with the the historical 

body but instead were the figurations of it. This position paved the way for Berengar of Tours, later 

in the 11th century, to pick up this thesis and forward a more symbolic account of the Eucharist.  

Ratramnus' novel contribution to the Eucharistic conversation is his notion that while the corporeal 

elements of the wine and bread are not transformed into the historical body, we do, nonetheless, truly 

and spiritually encounter the Christ.   An oppositional distinction between the true/spiritual core and 14

appearance hides the dialectical strategy which is its conceptual prerequisite. By openly embracing 

dialectic, later writers would expand on these kinds of oppositions. 

 By the time of the 11th century, Pascasius' Eucharistic “realism” had garnered consensus 

support.   His argument appealed to those who validated their positions in the work of ancient 15

writers. As noted above, this was also the consensus method of theological justification. However, 

because the Eucharistic controversies ran concurrently with the Carolingian academic renaissance, 

epistemological and theological reform was afoot. Theological method and theological findings 

would reciprocally evolve in this new academic milieu. The impact on the Eucharistic controversy 

should not be understated. In this era, if one was to question the “realist” consensus then they would 

implicitly question the grounding method. Any alternate Eucharistic position was to be concomitant 

with alternate conceptual groundwork. To be exceedingly clear, opinions of the Eucharistic 

controversy, whether realist or figural, were rooted in methodological distinctions.  

 The consequences of the dialectical method are not only in its specific assumptions. 

Scholastic practices of the 11th century theologians also enriched dialectical theology. Whereas 9th 

century writings avoided direct response or rejoinders, as a result of the budding university system, 
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the 11th century works encouraged direct debate.   In this academic milieu, dialectical disputation 16

had become the chosen technique for resolving theological disagreement.  17

"The Eucharistic controversy itself thus coincides with the formative moment of this educational 
environment, and the proud and contentious Berengar stands as one of the first of a new type of master."  18

 Again, we are proposing that the methodological shifts accompany theological shifts. Those 

methodological shifts are clear. But what was their correspondent theological content? In that 11th 

century, Berengar of Tours, an academic and cleric, began to question the received Pascasian 

tradition. He adopted Ratramnus' thoughts on figure, and took up what he believed to be a position 

rooted in a lost tradition. His central argument was, at least in his mind, Augustinian. Like St. 

Augustine, for Berengar, signs and things are different. Furthermore, since sacraments are sacra 

signum, then those elements presented on the table are “signifiers” which point beyond the mere 

physical unto those conceptual and holy “things.” Like Ratramnus, Berengar confirms that we 

encounter the Christ figural and without identity or transformation.  

 For de Lubac, none of these disputants were directly dispensing with inherited tradition.  19

Rather, their alternate interpretations travelled along the lines of a new methodology. Eucharistic 

meaning is facilitated through the celebrated function of dialectical oppositions. As Berengar himself 

notes, 

It is a mark of the greatest spirit in all things to have recourse to dialectic, because to have recourse to her is 
to have recourse to reason...She knows how to learn, she knows how to teach, and she not only wishes to 
make men wise, she actually makes them so.  20

 The meaning of the Eucharist was wedded to the methodology used to explicate its 

significance. Whether it be real or symbolic hinged on the methodology used to describe the 
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Eucharist. De Lubac's Eucharistic analysis is fundamentally tracing this historical and conceptual 

shift from from thinking mysteriously to reasoning dialectically. 

Discovering Dialectic in Corpus Mysticum 

 In overview, de Lubac’s account of this evolving controversy centers on the words of the 

title: corpus and mysticum. Collectively, they affirm a line of thinking that predates the onset of 

dialectic and ought succeed it. They are examined separately in order to illustrate the way their 

dialectical treatment led to their demise.  

Fraction or Fractured Body? 

 Beginning with corpus, de Lubac asserts that what the ancients joined together conceptually, 

the late mediaevalists rent asunder.  Historically, the Eucharist had been spoken of as a unified 21

mystery because the ecclesial body it partakes in is also a unity.   This communion had not yet 22

undergone any dismemberment or surgical analysis. De Lubac notes this was “this was not the era of 

logic-chopping, of objective curiosity,” and even though writers used terms which “alternated from 

their pens without any appreciable nuance to their sense,” they still held to a unified ecclesiastical 

body.  23

 As the quote indicates, though there was unity of conception there were, nevertheless, varied 

terms for that unity (body, mystery, truth, etc.).  These, in turn, amplified the various angles of the 

feast.  In the opening chapter, De Lubac shows that the historical, sacramental, and especially the 24

ecclesial, bodies were enfolded into a single act. There were not three bodies any more than there 

were three breads. Amalarius, who de Lubac cites as the author of the threefold concept, does not 

allow such distinctions to divide the unity of the action which those three terms express.  De Lubac, 25
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here, is laboring to show that the ecclesial body is not outside of the other bodies but distinctively 

positioned as a fulfillment and capstone of single body.  All three of these (historical, sacramental, 26

and ecclesial) were distinguished and unified in reciprocity.  Ultimately, they all coalesced in the 27

complex and pregnant term and object of the Eucharist: corpus.  28

Mysterious Movement  

 De Lubac moves from coordinating a threefold into one body to introducing the other half of 

the ancient equation. Mysticum addresses the manner in which this threefold body remains in unity. 

He insinuates that if the body were to maintain fundamental unity and possess an ecclesiastical 

dimension, it must enter time and therefore elicit some form of participation. The unity of the 

Eucharist is not secured in the recesses of the mind but is guaranteed in historical enactment. In the 

following chapter, he demonstrates, through an array of liturgical citations, that the sacrament is not 

reducible to essential states or systematic categories because it was, and should be, understood as an 

action. That is, “mystery” is not, in the modern sense, an enigma to be understood by reason but an 

entryway—an active one at that—into this union with Christ’s body.   

 Before the term mystery was treated as a puzzling obstacle, it was used to express an act of 

discovery. De Lubac shows that mystery, and its Latin counterpart, sacrament, have interchangeably 

signified this discovery. Though distinguishable expressions, they nevertheless co-operate as a two-

pronged meaning: secret and sign.  In order for mystery to have this kind of unifying effect for the 29

“body", it cannot be a mere adjective for it; as in “inscrutable” body. It must be seen in its capacity as 

action or active participation in that body, or as that body. Ecclesiastically, it would mean that the 

church does not merely believe, or do, something mysterious. They are that mystery through 

performative participation. Instead, mystery both signifies and signals secrets. It reveals and 

conceals.  
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Most of the time it is only a matter of nuances. If mysterium usually evokes the idea of depth and 
obscurity, it nearly always evokes evokes at the same time that of 'type' or of 'symbol'; and as for 
sacramentum, that word hides as much as it reveals of the thing that it signifies.  30

Mystery unifies because it is that ecclesial activity which enfolds and unfolds the depth of the 

multidimensional body. 

 Though reciprocal, the distinction between sacrament and mystery is instructive here. 

Mystery alludes to the notion of accessing secrets, but sacrament is in some manner that very secret 

brought forth as sign. Thus the two terms coincide in the one mysterious sacrament.  The sign brings 31

forth the secret. De Lubac describes how historically the former concept, sign, endures while the 

latter erodes. In later theology, this sign would become inert without the accompanying notion of 

mystery. Without mysterious depths or dimensions, the Eucharist loses its function as a concealing, 

deepening, or revealing action. Sacrament (as sign) would become a stand-alone deposit with nothing 

to disclose. Most importantly, the cumulative effect is that the sign encloses the thing it signified 

because there is no mystery to exceed it and for it to participate in.  

 This is the very problem underwriting the Eucharistic debates which devolves into two poles

—realist or symbolic. Ultimately, they debate the domain of the sign. Was the sign buried in earthly 

conventions and subject to error? Or did the Eucharistic “sign” belong to the domain of divinity, 

somewhat removed from our ceremonial figurations? These questions suggest that without 

mysterious and active depths, the Eucharist is a proprietary movement from above or from below. 

Mystery, had it been retained, would have kept the two dimensions in harmony. De Lubac notes, 

We are presented here, in the original sense of the words, with something unclear and fluid. It conveys 
dynamism and synthesis. It focuses less on the apparent sign, or rather the hidden reality, than on both at the 
same time: on their mutual relationship, union and implications, on the way in which one passes into the 
other, or is penetrated by the other.  32

 With the body as unified and the mystery affirmed as an action, it is self-evident that the 

corpus mysticum is a unified action. Already, we can see a dialectical tendency at work through 
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emphasized distinctions. Still, the dialectic perversion runs deeper. We shall see that the disjunction 

we have constructed thus far is the upper crust of dialectical problematic that must be explored at 

deeper strata. 

Two Axes, a Binary Clue to the Standard Model  

 The distortions of a fractured corpus and a static mysticum are interlocking consequences. 

Both distortions are derivative of, and evident in, the prized terms of Hemming's standard paradigm. 

The words—historical, sacramental, and ecclesiastical—had long been a part of theological 

discourse. It is not their introduction which is novel; it is their interpretation. So, the separation 

accounted for in the standard paradigm needs deeper explication. De Lubac illustrates how that very 

operator, dialectical opposition, is the fulcrum of their varied emphases. 

 A heuristic tool may be helpful here. Let us posit that in addition to the inherited horizontal 

axis comprised of the threefold body, there is a vertical axis comprised of a dyad. These two axes run 

perpendicularly and are interdependent. We might say that the threefold body is a continuum with a 

slide marker moving historically back and forth along it. The entirety of the book is dedicated to 

describing the force that moves the dyadic slide marker from to one end or another.  

 The standard interpretation of Corpus Mysticum zeroes in on the first lateral axis in threefold 

division. Now it is clear that it omits this vertical polarity. To review, the standard model recounts a 

corruption of this threefold axis in which its three terms are reconfigured as a changing horizontal 

dyad. At one point, the historic body is on one side and ecclesial/sacramental on the other. 

Eventually, it would be restructured with historic/sacramental on one side, and ecclesial body 

standing alone across a chasm. Yet, the standard model’s vertical “line”—which is the separation—is 

the focus of de Lubac's explication the inherent dialectical tension between it poles, figure and 

reality.  

 Something has uprooted the unity of the body. Something has stalled the movement of 

mystery. That force, that something, is present in the vertical dyad of figure/reality.  The relation 33

  Ibid., 193.33



between them is where de Lubac’s concern for an oppositional mindset is becomes increasingly 

apparent. 

Finally, this is the origin of the phenomenon, which is frequently observed in exemplarist vocabulary…it 
is the phenomenon of the transfer of attributes, of an exchange or a ‘communication of idioms, between 
the two poles of attraction and location of the ‘mystery’, between τύποϛ and the ἀλήθεια.  34

 Figure and truth should remain reciprocally in communion because their separation has had 

collateral damage. The dichotomizing arrangement of the lateral triad is dependent on the dyadic 

relationship between figure and reality.  In the early stages of Eucharistic description, the figure was 

not juxtaposed to reality as its opposite but was its revelatory form. That is, a figure, type, or sign 

expressed reality.  It was, as de Lubac says, the relation between cause and effect.  The reality gave 35 36

birth to the figure. The figure, or sign, was the progeny of reality and in this sense revealed it. We 

could propose then, if the figure/reality axis is maintained in its reciprocal bond, then the lateral triad 

remains internally consistent. There would be no lateral dyad which leaves a third estranged. There is 

no need to identify which body is the “real” one. If, however, the figure/reality dyad is rent, a line is 

drawn in the threefold. An artificial separation emerges between one body (ecclesial) and the other 

segregated dyad.  

 Importantly, this pairing of figure/reality does not dissolve or disappear in its rending. Instead 

its terms are recast as extrinsic and alien to one another.  This is what happened historically in 37

Eucharistic language. The figure became the opposite of, or dialectically related to, reality.  They are 

still related in the dyad but as antinomies. If this holds then naturally one or more of these three 

bodies would need to be identified the real body and thus distinguishable from the others which were 

mere figures. This crystallizes de Lubac’s concern about the dialectical thinking which underpins this 

dismantling of the unified corpus mysticum. 

  Ibid., 53.34

  Ibid., 14–15.35

  Ibid., 188.36

  Ibid., 208 ff.37



 The dialectical does not only separate terms; it can also blend them. As we mentioned, the 

threefold distinction was just as important as the unity it expressed. Opposition is central to the 

mystery.  But distinguishing does not warrant alienating the terms into separate categories. Along 38

these lines, de Lubac notes that the separation between the figural and the real actually began as a 

conflation. Berengar of Tours, mentioned above, seemed to suggest that the Eucharistic practice was 

merely figural. His interlocutors reacted to what they saw as a diminution of the real but what was in 

fact a conflation of the type/true dyad.  In actuality, he was subsuming the real into the symbolic.  39

Still, they feared that if the Eucharistic practice was figural, then the true body of the Lord had been 

enfolded into the material species and lost. Hence, they repeated his logic by inverting it. To restore a 

“real” presence in the Eucharist, these guardians felt compelled to extract the reality of the Christ's 

presence from the figures or species and treated them as mere signs. So, separation was wrought in 

conflation. 

  Our proposed vertical axis of figure/reality more fully develops the standard model's 

separating line between the ecclesial and the historical/sacramental body. In the Eucharist’s early 

stage, wherein the figure and reality cooperate but do not conflate or depart, each body of the 

threefold system interpenetrates one another. None of them had exclusive rights or supremacy.  Yet, 40

when the figure receded in opposition to the real, then the slide took up permanent residence between 

the sacramental and the ecclesial. The former was endowed with the reality of the historical body, but 

the Church was estranged from both. 

Dialectic and the Church: Inside-out or Outside-in 

 It is easy to get lost in these depths. We ought remind ourselves of our task: to identify a 

unifying interest which underwrites de Lubac’s work. To simplify what we have discovered above, 

let us retrace our steps with a few summative statements. The ancient and mediaeval understanding 

of the sacrament rides along a continuum of terms—historical, sacramental, and ecclesiastical bodies. 
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The terms on that axis should commingle. The stability of that axis and the interpenetration of its 

terms depends a second perpendicular binary axis. The coherence of that binary, comprised of figure 

and reality, depends on the double movement between its terms. That movement is mystery. 

Therefore, in Corpus Mysticum, we see that mystery has been supplanted by the technical precision 

of a dialectical methodology that de Lubac's ultimate concern.  

 Before we assume that we have laid hold of de Lubac’s coordinating ideas, we must widen 

our analysis. Thus far, the applicable value of Corpus Mysticum is mired by its acute depths. Still, its 

idiosyncratic problems are, for de Lubac, symptomatic of an abscess in the whole of theology. We 

can extend de Lubac's analysis by following his later chapters. There mystery is ultimately 

compromised in the methodology employed by those who would try to protect it. In sum, those 

doctrinal changes occurring on the inside of the Eucharistic controversy parallel methodological 

shifts on the outside of it. 

 De Lubac is adamant that the guardians of the Eucharist are blind to the effects of their 

efforts because they neglect the historical embeddedness of theological doctrine and method. 

Unwittingly, their steps paved the way for a final blow to mystery—which is supplanted by a 

dialectical thinking masquerading as reason. For reason which will become clear below, medieval 

approaches to theological accuracy tired to avoid historical validation.  Accordingly, de Lubac’s 

dialectical polemic provides insight into the methodology of those theologians who wrote about the 

Eucharist and their drift towards immateriality. The consequences in the doctrine itself was a 

manifestation of their dialectical. Let us look at this manifestation once again with this macroscopic 

concern now in view. 

 On the inside, the ancient understanding of the mystery has been compromised. A threefold 

body and a dynamic interplay between figure/reality had held together in the unity of a mysterious 

act. When this was compromised, it gave way to some significant changes in that matrix. Namely, the 

historical body, the Christ of the cross, and the sacramental body, the Christ of the table, were aligned 

as the true body. The third, ecclesial body, was extrinsic to them both. Looking closely, we see that 

the ecclesial body becomes a historical body all its own. More so, it is positioned over and against 

that original historical body born of Mary. In a strange turn, that “real” body, expressed in the dyad 



historical/sacramental, was actually transcendent and ahistorical. Only the ecclesial was left to the 

varying conditions and uncertainties of historical space and time. 

 By neutering the church's union with those two bodies, she is cast in to time, space, and 

conventional error. This position was developed to secure the supremacy and actuality of the 

sacramental body of Christ in Church practice but the notion had undermined the very Church who 

conducted this practice. This leaves the ecclesial body grasping in a world of material shadows. What 

is important here is that the precise concern for elevating the actual presence of Christ on the table 

required a line between the purity of the transcendent and efficacious body  and the messy and 41

carnal conditions of the historical Church. 

 Again, these are the out-workings of dialectical precision. From the outside, the preference 

for the purely transcendent over the material and historical situatedness of theological method 

precisely corresponds to the abstract realism of the Eucharist itself. These theologians who wrote 

about the precise nature of the mystical body are attempting to ground doctrine in something 

permanent, fixed, and transcendent. The dialectical mode had not only infected the object of debate 

but also these subjects. They ignored the historical stimuli for their own transcendent apologies. The 

writings themselves entrenched a methodology that they elsewhere hoped to avoid. 

They condemned their [i.e. dialecticians] recourse to alien doctrines, to the reasonings of a worldly 
philosophy…They warned against the sacrilegious desire to understand mystery…Obstinate in their 
refusal, they thought they were being faithful to the ancient Fathers because, like them, they repudiated 
with horror what one of them called ‘the torturous question of clever philosophizing.’ But they came no 
nearer to that original spirit. Under the paradoxically combined action of these people and those they 
condemned, perspectives were transformed. A somewhat new concept of mystery was developing, which 
managed to quench symbolism …  42

 Orthodoxy becomes bound to heresy when it does not question the epistemological method 

of the heresy it seeks to correct. What is more, this proposed orthodoxy withdraws from professing or 

confessing any method in hopes of divining answers apart from the world in which they write. Yet, 

resistance, a la ignorance, is futile. Because the content of an argument reflects the method employed 

to give it precise confidence. Simply put, in the dialectical method there is a separation of earthly and 
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heavenly things in the theological enterprise and the latter is prioritized. The form of the argument is 

converted into the content wherein the same divisions apply to the Eucharistic body itself. The 

heavenly is heralded and the earthly is exiled. 

 In his ultimate chapter, then, de Lubac's exposition of the Eucharistic language has finally 

reached it proper polemical register: dialectical epistemology. The entire Eucharistic tour de force 

uses the specifics of a seemingly narrow theological problem as instruments which penetrate a  

problem pervading all of theology. De Lubac confirms his concerns: 

...further down. In the dark basements of the mind, in that mysterious zone where everything becomes 
entangled in advance, before seeing the light of day, that major change took place whose symptoms 
manifested themselves virulently for the first time in the Berengarian crisis...More profoundly, more 
universally, it was a new mentality that was spreading, a new order of problem that was emerging and 
catching people's interest, a new way of thinking, the formulation of new categories….  43

The dialectical form of thought had transformed symbolic inclusions into antitheses.  It was 44

championed by its perpetrators as reason itself.   45

 Here again, in a more careful reading of Corpus Mysticum we plumb a deeper, yet wider, 

stratum of applicability. Much like was the case with the Eucharistic language, “reason” had formerly 

meant something mystical rather than analytically precise. The kind of rationalism that de Lubac 

contends with secures accuracy through firm conceptual oppositions. It had usurped a mysterious 

rationale. This new kind of reason did not arrive uncontested. As it became more common in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries, some resisted. Still, they failed to establish a corrective because they 

felt the need to respond to dialectical criticisms in kind. When the dialecticians demanded clarity, 

guardians of mysterious rationality fought these dialectical questions with dialectical answers. And so 

it came to be that many who had heralded the value of the mystery began their writings and doctrinal 

treatises with dialectical axioms in hopes of staving off like queries. Dialectical theology was 

migrating from back matter to first principles. It even became that: 
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Only another dialectic could triumph over a dialectic whose aim was insidious negation, to whiteout was 
no longer enough to oppose simple recourse to the Almighty...From having been an enemy, dialectic thus 
developed into a temptation. There was danger without and within.  46

 De Lubac's coming corrective is anticipated in his acknowledgment that reason was no more 

juxtaposed to mystery than figure had been to reality. It was an artificial interpolation in need of 

exposure. Reason had always been the ratio mystica where understanding the sacrament was an 

aptitude for its double movement.  Mystery, reality, figure, truth and now reason were all being 47

reconfigured so that all of the terms were scattered from their earlier collation.  

 Reason had once indicated an active descent into this hidden mystery—filling it out in truth 

and completeness. Figurative reason sought the depth of the signs through mysterious actions. 

However, at the onset of dialectic, reason-as-action became no more than a static set of reasons. 

Surprisingly, this did not eradicate mystery as such, but rewrote it by as a new “mystical”: namely, 

belief. The exaltation of discriminating reason, along with the diminution of symbolic mystery, ran 

coterminous with the erection of this new cognitive state called belief. 

The mystery to be understood gave way before the miracle to be believed, because the very idea of what 
understand means had changed. Faith does not open up a path to contemplative understanding: it is an 
obstacle, set up by God himself, to cut across the appetite for rational speculation...The giving of reasons 
had taken the place of discerning with the mind.  48

 Here in the end is the beginning. Those divisions which were symptoms of a doctrine are 

revealed to be a pandemic. It is the loss of the active unity, which is the corpus mysticum, that 

exemplifies a whole new mode of thinking that understands ideas, words, and events as 

fundamentally extrinsic.   49

PART III: Connections, Conclusions, and Conjectures 

 We have one task remaining. Any examiner must do justice to the original register of the 

work he/she explicates. In fact, this is our opening concern regarding the standard model. De Lubac's 
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work on the Eucharist is clearly embedded in the dialectical trends of the medieval world. However, 

to avoid another esoteric or anachronistic trap, we must ask how the dialectical thread bears on de 

Lubac's immediate world. We must chart a connection between the dialectics of the Middle Ages and 

de Lubac's own 20th century backdrop. In this connection, we conclude that de Lubac's critique of 

dialectic is complemented by a corrective; a pure dialectic that originates in Christianity. From there 

we will conjecture about the fruit of this new paradigm for his tertiary writings. 

Connections: Dialectic Evolved 

 Prior to Plato, dialectic was a form of discovery which was moved ahead by an interplay of 

questions and answers. Each questioner was met with an answerer who, through negation, verified or 

undermined the central theses of the questioner. Each successive question/answer exchange became 

vulnerable to absurdity or some manner of incoherent contradiction.   That is, by proposing 50

perpetual opposites, one runs a thesis aground revealing two incompatible beliefs: paradox.    51

 If we treat Plato and Aristotle as figure-heads, we can say that dialectic has two fundamental 

dimensions: the ontological and the linguistic. In the hands of Plato, this method of discovery veered 

towards the metaphysical.  Contradictions were resolved by unified essences hovering above the 52

fray. Conversely, Aristotle returned dialectic to its verbal roots as a method of comparing the 

available opinions (endoxa)  on any contestable matter. These variations were synthesized by 53

finding shared terms.   54

 These two dimensions, ontological and linguistic, suffered increasing estrangement. Later 

neo-platonists would emphasize the ontological nature of dialectic. They held that the plurality of the 

world was in opposition to the metaphysical simplicity of its singular origins. Medieval 
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scholasticism, in turn, would treat dialectic as a function of scholarly and linguistic precision.  Yet, 55

as De Lubac's Corpus Mysticum shows, even though medieval dialectic prejudiced the linguistic 

dimension, it cannot avoid ontological consequence.   

 Dialectic underwent an interesting reversal of prejudices. During the Enlightenment, there 

was great doubt about the certainty that language could provide. Immanuel Kant, using dialectical 

opposition, showed the limits of the understanding in his “antinomies of reason.” Operating on a 

fundamental law of non-contradiction, Kant showed that knowledge runs into absurd loggerheads. 

Reality was not contradictory, for Kant, but our expressions about it were. With language under 

suspicion, dialectic regained its ontological focus in the work of G.W.F. Hegel. For him, if language 

was ineluctably oppositional then perhaps reality is too. Karl Marx, highly influential in de Lubac's 

day, modified that account by suggesting that oppositions were an inherent feature of social progress. 

The struggle between classes, the worker and the owner, enabled violent revolutions which gave 

hope to the common man. Hegel's contradictory philosophy and Marx's social struggle was becoming 

a genuine dialectical alternative to the transcendental mysteries of the Church.  56

 These dialectics that de Lubac faced in the 20th century bore the same principle notion of 

opposites and the dual ontological and linguistic features found in its classical progenitor.  De 

Lubac's work can be seen as an ecclesiastical exorcism of this modern dialectic by attacking it with 

two hands. On the one hand, he identifies the ancestry of modern dialectical thinking in the subtleties 

of medieval Church doctrine. On the other hand, he will discredit the novel claims of dialectical 

thought by asserting the supremacy and originality of Christian dialectic. Dialectic was, is, and will 

be a primary concern for Christianity.  57
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Conclusions: De Lubac's Constructive Dialectic 

 Once we have observed this hairline dialectical problem in both medieval and modern 

worlds, we become keenly aware of de Lubac's complementary corrective. In Corpus Mysticum and 

in other major writings, his resistance to a form of dialectic is met by his reconstruction of a more 

deliberative and dialogical dialectic. One that, without the dynamics mystery, cannot relate opposites 

but only repel them from one another or resolve them into one another.  Conversely, Christian 

dialectics are wrought in the double movement of collation.  58

 In his essay, The Discovery of God, he openly admits the centrality of dialectical thought to 

theology. 

Should we say that the philosopher makes use of dialectic, where the mystic relies on experience?...In fact, 
dialectic is common to both of them. The only difference is, perhaps, that the one is mainly affective and 
vital, whereas the other is rational and conceptual.  59

This resonates clearly with his comments about the way Eucharistic discourse had shifted from the 

inexplicable to the dialectically mastered.  Again, this does not eschew dialectic. In fact, de Lubac 60

acknowledges that Christianity was, in some sense, born in (or gave birth to?) dialectic. In regards to 

the exegetical tensions between old and new testaments, he notes: 

They then show that the Bible itself announced the new understanding which one day was to arise form 
it....There was a subtle dialectic amidst the controversy conducted by the Christians against the exegesis of 
heretics or Jews -- a simple echo, in the believing understanding, of that real dialectic, at once historical 
and spiritual, which the Act of Christ had set in motion.  61

Had the medieval progeny understood these origins, they may have produced a different conceptual 

account.  De Lubac's dialectic claims that the fact of Christ changes the supposed oppositional 62

relation of the new and old testaments. He shows that without Christ, the Christian is vulnerable to 

the accusation that he 'adds' to the truth. For de Lubac, Christian thought surpasses simple 
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oppositions because Christ effects a double movement.  He fulfills the “old” by pouring into it rather 63

than standing atop and enriches all of its history with deep beauty. Likewise, the “old” moves 

towards the Christ as its apex and hope. This double movement was known to early monastic 

disputes as collatio,  or dialogical convergence. This conversational relationality can, and should, 64

apply to all oppositional structures.  

 Instead of being a conceptual luddite, de Lubac merely wants to avoid the twofold problem of 

either collapsing those oppositions by preferencing one pole or through a reductive mediator. 

Likewise, it is equally as problematic to estrange the two distinct ends of any pairing.  Regretfully, he 

notes, the tendency to estrange or collapse had moved into Christianity when academic precision 

replaced monastic mystery.  Therefore, correctives to this perversion will require a proper 65

understanding and appropriation of dialectic, perhaps best called paradox. Paradox and mystery are 

two other names for the Christian dialectic that moves towards that much desired synthetic 

certainty.  66

Conjectures: The Epicenter and Edge of de Lubac Studies 

 In the beginning, we intimated the potential explanatory power of this new dialectic 

paradigm. Here in the end, we see that de Lubac's writings about historical theology (e.g. Surnatural, 

Corpus Mysticum, etc.) are best understood within his own theological milieu as a response to a 

pervading dialectic.  It plagues theology now as it threatened it then. His work is an attempt to 67

combat modern dialectical alternatives to the mysteries of the faith by exposing the historical and 

theological roots of those alternatives. 

 Our analysis now provides the tools to supplement the “standard model” and resolve larger 

prejudices in de Lubac studies. The standard reading of Corpus Mysticum may be a parallel version 
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of another paradigm which governs the reception of Henri de Lubac. Namely, the standard reading of 

Corpus Mysticum narrowly attends to the estrangement of the Church from the Eucharist. Likewise, 

modern commentators tend to filter de Lubac through his work, Surnaturel,  which focuses on the 68

nature-grace debate. Both of them evince esoteric oppositions which are rooted in dialectic. 

  In the Surnaturel, de Lubac argues that nature and grace should not be held in extrinsic 

opposition to each other. In the late 19th century and into the early part of the 20th, efforts to 

preserve the graced nature of revelation had prompted Catholic authorities to sharply juxtapose it to 

any natural explanations. Surnaturel asserted that nature was not opposed to the order of grace and 

thus left an acrimonious taste in the mouths of the curia.  The modern reception of de Lubac 69

positions this debate as a controlling focus based because it led to de Lubac's censure by those 

authorities.  Milbank and Grummet both begin their heralded history of de Lubac's theological 70

influence by championing his concern about the God and nature divide.   71

 This debate is certainly a critical moment in 20th century Catholic thought. Its significance is 

evident in its longevity.  However, as Komonchak points out, it is somewhat of an insiders' 72

squabble: a concern of the ghetto.  Its role as a meta-reading for the entireity de Lubac’s corpus can 73

be reorganized using a dialectical paradigm. Even our cursory summary suggests that this nature and 

grace controversy is ultimately a dialectical confusion. Surnaturel should not be the starting point for 

understanding de Lubac. Instead, it can be treated as an exposition of a dialectical misstep rather than 

a systematic treatise on nature.   
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 Our dialectical reading is especially applicable to those texts which, ostensibly, venture far 

from the center of Catholic concern. However, it appears that his original claim that the Church 

should engage the world is being curtailed by the dialectic in the Church and around it. A dialectical 

reading of de Lubac's writings explains both his internal writings and external ones. Simply, de 

Lubac is fulfilling the call to worldly engagement through an extirpation or exploration of modern 

dialectical reasoning. His work on Pierre Proudhon is the exposition of a dialectical materialist who 

resists the collapse of oppositions that had characterized Hegel and Marx. De Lubac's rarely 

discussed three-volume work on the Buddha should be read as an interaction with an Eastern 

dialectic that deals with oppositions through a neither-nor relation between opposites.  His 74

appreciation for Pierre Teilhard de Chardin can be explained by Teilhard's subtle dialectical relation 

between the poles of tangential and radial energies that are at work in the evolution of organisms. 

Finally, a dialectical reading of de Lubac can explain his unfinished work on mysticism. As John 

Milbank has noted, this was his final agenda which has been left incomplete. It seems that the 

mysticism he set out to articulate at the end of his life reflected that mystery he bemoaned the loss of 

back in 1938. Both were threatened by dialectical thought. 

 Is our standard model in danger of becoming a manualist reading of de Lubac? Most likely, 

not. However, we may miss rich offerings if it goes unexamined. We ought heed Johann Georg 

Hamann's insight that multilayered interpretation was a gift to an author.  All writers are plagued by 75

the inability to know, or say, everything. May reading de Lubac dialectically help us befriend him 

accordingly. 

  I refer to de Lubac’s collection, Aspects of Buddhism from Sheed and Ward. David Grumett offers a brief 74

introduction in David Grumett, “De Lubac, Christ and the Buddha,” New Blackfriars, 89 (2008): 217–230.
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