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ABSTRACT

Pierre-André Liégé (1921-1979) was a major French Catholic theologian and a prolific writer,
whose pastoral ministry inspired thousands. He introduced /& #héologie pastorale into France, and

was an influential figure behind the innovations of Vatican II.

This thesis introduces Liégé to English readers. Based upon primary soutces, intetviews, relevant
secondary French literature, and the appraisal of representative British texts, it is an exercise in
critical, comparative practical theology. It examines the social, ecclesiastical and theological
context and content of Liégé’s pastoral theology. This was prophetic but uncompromising;
radical but systematic; focussed on catechetics, and ambitious for disciples. It was inseparable
from his life and action, and sought to reform church praxzs in conformity with the gospel, thus
building mature Eucharistic communities. The thesis goes on to explore the impact of Liégé’s
work on contemporary and subsequent French practical theology. Then it critiques British
practical theology through the lens of Liégé’s thougﬁt. The British approach is revealed as more
individualistic and diffuse, focussed on pastoral care, not catechetics, and neither prophetic, nor

seeking radical church reform.

The thesis concludes that Liégé s life and thought demonstrate an essential role for the practical
theologian, and the need for a constantly renewed practical theology, if church praxis is to be
reformed towards conformity with the gospel. It argues British practical theology can learn from
Liégé: His use of theology to drive praxzs, to transcend its focus on individualistic pastoral cate,
and to discover a theological discoutse transmitting faith could be used to enlarge the British
perspective. The thesis proposes an agenda for possible development and change. By presenting
Liégé as an exemplar of French practical theology, the thesis demonstrates the general value of
critical, comparative, international and interdenominational approaches to practical theology and

broadens the shared understanding between countties, denominations and theological traditions.
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Stylistic and referencing conventions

Capital letters

Names of people

Liégé’s writings

Generally I have not used capitals for theological words such as revelation
incarnation, salvation, grace, church etc. The exception is when, quoting
Liégé or others, I have thought it right to convey (and respect) the ethos of
their writing by maintaining their use of capitals, especially in Liégé’s French,
since he uses them so liberally. The custom in France is rarely to capitalise
even keywords in a book or article title, so I have not, unless it is so in the
original. In English it 1s, so I have.

Generally I have introduced individuals with at least the initials of their
Christian name when they are part of Liégé’s story, though subsequent
references use only their surname. The exceptions are practical theologians
not part of Liégé’s story but whose writings are relevant to the discussion,
referenced, and included in the Bibliography.

I have consulted the writings referenced in the text unless indicated. The
exception is Appendix One where I have referenced further texts of Liégé in
the context of presenting an overview of all his themes. These are included in
the Bibliography for the benefit of subsequent researchers. Sometimes Liégé
wrote more than 26 pieces in one year. When the alphabet is exhausted I
have continued with aa, bb, cc etc.

Dates of 1iégé’s Pastoral Theology Courses

Ttalics

Liégé’s pastoral theology courses run over two or three years. I have
referenced them in the year of their completion.

French words have been italicized throughout for clarity and consistency.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1. Preamble

Pierre-André Liégé (1921-1979) was a leading French Roman Catholic theologian of the
twentieth century and the founder of modern francophone pastoral theology. He was one of
the French church’s most charismatic communicators of Christian faith for three decades.
His influence was felt in the USA and Canada, Africa, Asia and South America as well as
many European countries. He uniquely pioneered pastoral theology from systematic
theology as a coherent university level subject with its principles and subdivisions, seminally
influencing subsequent francophone pastoral and practical theology until today. He
contributed significantly to the Second Vatican Council. It was as if he lived at large in the
French church.' He made an incalculably great impact on thousands of people by the force
of his personality and the integration of his theology with his personal freedom and capacity
to be present to others. He was one of the greatest preachers in the France of his day and an

exceptional exemplar of radical Christian discipleship and Dominican spirituality.

Yet his name and wotk are virtually unknown in Britain. Although this is not the first study
of Liégé, it 1s the first to introduce him to English speakers. The hypothesis is that British
practical theologians have much to learn from Liégé. Since his life and work are inseparable,
the thesis aims to present Liégé, his context, personality, ministry and theology, in particular
his pastoral theology, and then, by a method of comparison and contrast, to use this
perspective as a lens through which critically to view recent British pastoral and practical

theology and evaluate its strengths and weaknesses.

The comparative method adds value because it enables the study to make double use of
Liégé: to see what he has to offer in his own right as well as to see what light that throws on

British pastoral theology. The study is not without prejudice. I believe pastoral theology in

1 The review Réalités published a mini Who'’s Who for the decade 1950-1960 with the title ‘/s 200 CV” du moteur
France (the people who dtive France) which cites Liégé among the half dozen religious personalities out of its
list of two hundred (Laneyrie 1985).
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1950s France to be innovative, lively and exciting while British pastoral theology was less so.
The thesis examines what, even now, can and should be learned from Liégé for British
theologians, charting the unexplored territory of his thought for them and asking why it
matters that it is unknown. Further, if it 1s remarkable, why is it unknown? Partly because 1t is
Roman Catholic. This already distances it from the predominantly Protestant British mindset
making it seem inaccessible and even irrelevant. But mostly because of language. So for this
study I have read Liégé’s key writings in the original and translated their core ideas for
English speakers. Finally, British pastoral and practical theology’s isolation from much
Continental writing has tended to impart too natrow a view of pastoral theology’s histoty to

British scholars. This study aims to enlarge this understanding.

2. Historical Background

The Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches shared the problem of responding to the end
of ‘Christendom’ and the rise of the modern world. What adaptations should they make?
The history of these responses was shaped as much by cultural as by denominational factors.
For example, the relationship between church and State in France was altogether different
from Britain. The French Revolution and its long aftermath brought great challenges to the
French church which nevertheless proved a catalyst to diverse renewals and lively
developments in the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth. Add to this the
optimistic ethos of post-war France and the stage is set for understanding that, by 1950,
even before it, an influential group of French theologians were posing radical challenges to
their church all of which were taken up a decade later in Vatican II. Surfing the waves of this
ferment, the young Dominican Liégé, fresh from ten yeats of study in Paris and Tubingen,

introduced his pastoral theology into France.

In Britain it was still low tide. No young theologians were excited by the heady combination
of M.-D. Chenu, Y. Congar, F.-X. Arnold, the Tiibingen School of pastoral theology and far
reaching catechetical renewal. Vidler (1971: 273) characterised the theology of the period as
‘quiescent’. Liégé introduced both renewed pastoral theology and expetiential learning based
on placements for theological students in Paris more than ten years before this was

happening in England and Wales. And whereas the 1950s in France featured an enduring

12



and at times bitter struggle between the innovative radical theologians and their church, in
Britain no such theological tension existed. Not till the 1960s and 1970s does theological
turbulence, much influenced by cultural and social shifts, become shared across the Channel
as common challenges are set by the agenda of the times. British pastoral and practical
theology was also transformed during these decades. Its development was exponential. Yet
throughout this whole period, there was little to no cross-fertilisation in pastoral theology
between France and Britain. Insights, knowledge and changed practice were not much, if at
all, shared. However, there are significant comparisons and contrasts between assumptions,
aims, methods, definitions, content, styles and ecclesiologies. Despite this lack of crossover,
by the end of the twentieth century practical theology is broadly categorised as
‘international’. Its proposed definitions relate as much to culture and society as to the
church’s pastoral practice. But the tespective British and French stories remain unexplored
by the other side. The question arises, does this matter and what can be learned from

examining the comparisons and contrasts?

This pastoral and practical theology of mid and late twentieth century France and Britain is
the field of thought in which this study is set. Inevitably it also considers developments in

the U.S.A., as the influences from this country on British thought cannot be overlooked.

3. Personal Background and Motivation

An amalgam of personal and professional motivation drives this thesis. Since childhood I
have been struck by the salient mismatch between the New Testament account of the
teaching of Jesus and the practice of the church. It disturbed me and, for example, I argued
even as a child that Bishops should not live in palaces and be chauffeured in luxury cars. For
thirty-three years as an ordained Anglican I have struggled in a diversity of contexts to find
ways to reconcile this mismatch, none of which seems to have been more than marginally or
momentarily successful. The frustration has been constant and remains, both with myself,
for failing to integrate theology with practice, and with my church for the most part, as it
seems to me, hardly even caring that theology and practice lie so separated. For authentic
care is expressed in practice and there is scant evidence that the Church of England lets its

practice be driven by theology.
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The discipline in which this issue is theorised and thought about is pastoral and practical
theology. I became interested and involved in this subject as an ordinand and have continued
to study it ever since. It is unnecessary to expand on this beyond saying that, struggling to
develop a corporate patish ministry as a Vicar in Tottenham, London during the early 1980s,
I deepened my knowledge by completing an MA at Birmingham University entitled, ‘Church
and Community in Tottenham: A Theological Reflection on a Church of England
Congregation in the Inner City’. It took the ideas of R.A. Lambourne as a basis for
discussing how the church in a setting of serious urban deprivation might better embody the
gospel and be an agent of redemption. The background hum of this whole study is my
concern for the church to incarnate the gospel both in its institutional life and in local
congregations whose theology is explicit and practical. Whilst, for the argument’s sake, my
general approach is ecumenical, especially in thinking about British practical theology, my
personal experience is rooted in the Church of England.® This influences my choice of

illustration and I should acknowledge this particular interest.

This explains the motivation and context for a critical and comparative study that surveys
and examines aspects of British pastoral and practical theology; but how does Liégé enter the

picture?

Whilst in Tottenham I became interested in the church in rural Normandy. Though in
institutional decline, its diocesan catechetical centres were developing impressive lay
ministry. This presupposed a catechetical depth that does not exist in Britain. What or who
lay behind this? Further, I began to wonder how this good French practice might assist
ministry in a British parish. What might be learned from French pastoral theology? How
might French pastoral theology conttibute to my thinking about my preoccupying
‘background hum’ issue? Shortly after this I found myself teaching pastoral theology at
Salisbury and Wells Theological College and was able to start research. Initial investigation

revealed that “/z théologre pastorale , had been pioneered by the Dominican, Pére Pierre-André

2 My curacy was in an ecumenical team with the United Reformed Church and for five years I was rector of a
Local Ecumenical Partnership with the Methodists and URC in Bristol. I have always worked ecumenically,
having spent six months at the World Council of Churches’ Institut (Ecuménique at Bossey whilst an ordinand.
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Liégé OP. A three hundred page book bearing witness to his life and achievements
demonstrated his considerable theological significance (Refoulé 1980). Not only had he
made an impressive, highly exceptional, personal impact, but he had been an advisor at
Vatican II, had written extensively, and had been a high profile scholar, teacher and preacher
who when he died was Dean of the Institut Catholigue in Patis. What is more, the question
that seemed to preoccupy him most was exactly the same as mine: what does the church
need to do to conform to the gospel? I had found a focus for my research which became the
key question of this study: what, if anything, can be learned from the pastoral theology of Liégé? The
research project cleatly entailed, first, a study of Liégé in his own right to discover his
thought in its own context and, secondly, an exploration of the extent to which his thought
was of interest and relevance when compared and contrasted with pastoral and practical

theology in Britain.
4. Academic rationale and contribution
Why might this be of academic significance? How might it be a contribution to scholarship?

At Salisbusr I h?id been surptised to discover that no book current on pastoral and practical
theology university reading lists in the mid 1980s contained even a single bibliographical
reference to French pastoral theology. Could it be there was none? If there were, it was not
known about in Britain. No British Protestant theological academic I have spoken to about
this research since 1989 has heard of Liégé.> Does it matter? British scholars may or may not
have learned or learn from Liégé. This thesis will argue they could have and can. Be that as it
may, this study’s first contribution to scholarship is to open up and examine this unexplored

tertitory and draw some conclusions. *

3 Enquiry has revealed that the Bodleian library in Oxford has two translated pieces by him. The Roman
Catholic Heythrop College has one, as does Bristol University library. Cardiff has nothing,

4 It is because this territory is so little explored in English, and Liégé himself quite unexplored, that I have erred
on the side of including data and details in the footnotes that future researchers might need, and not easily find,
and also as an outlet for information from interviews that could not be gained again. It is planned to deposit a
‘Liégé box’ in Cardiff University library containing a very much longer, earlier, draft of this study, as well as
printed matertal, recordings of interviews (though the sound quality is often poor) and photographs given by
Mme. Nelly Liégé.
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Why is French pastoral theology unknown in Britain? Whatever the answers, prominent
amongst the reasons is the difference of language. The language divide has up to now
inhibited any possibility of mutually enriching dialogue between French and British practical
theology. For this study I have translated enough to introduce Liégé’s thought to an

anglophone readership. This is a second contribution.

A third contribution is introducing Liégé the man to English readers. It was swiftly apparent
that I had discovered a quite exceptional exemplar of Christian discipleship. Liégé deserves
to be introduced to an English speaking audience for the person he was as well as for the
richness of his thought. Indeed I concluded that his theology cannot be understood without
reference to his life because his was an integrated personality whose thought was generated
by his action (Reynal 2004: 514-516). It grew out of his pastoral activities and involvement.
It was a response to the circumstances and events that surrounded him. He was not what the
French call a théologien de cabinet. For him theology was not a job to be done in a library from
nine a.m. to five p.m. It was an all-consuming way of life; a life lived in direct existential
response to theological imperatives. Michael Walsh (2001) selects Liégé for his Dictionary of
Christian Biography precisely because he finds him to be among the most committed six

thousand five hundred Christians who have ever lived .°

The fourth contribution is to address the isolation of British practical theology from the
content, approach, methods, assumptions and priorities of francophone pastoral theology.
This study explores what is illuminated when this is exposed and the British perspectives are
placed alongside this other tradition. I offer a critique of British pastoral and practical
theology from a Liégéian francophone viewpoint. I open up a new, contrasted, set of ideas.

This enlarges the understanding of the history of pastoral theology for British theologians.

> His entry reads:
French Dominican preacher and theologian, born Coiffy-le-Bas, 22 June 1921, died Paris, 9 February
1976. Liégé succeeded Yves Congar at Le Sanlchoir in Paris, and taught at the Institut Catholigue, where
he developed the programme of pastoral theology. He attended the Vatican Council I as peritus to
French bishops, in particular to Paul-Joseph Schmitt of Metz. He published .Adultes dans le Christ,
which stressed the necessity of maturity in faith and the normative value of the adult community,
which emphasis he hoped would form the basis for renewal in the Church (Walsh 2001: 776).

Schmitt himself has no entry. Liégé’s contains three errors. He died in 1979. He cannot be said in any

meaningful way to have ‘succeeded Yves Congar’ at Le Sauchoir. He was a theological advisor, emphatically not

a peritus, at the Council.

16



British accounts of the history of pastoral theology up to now have comprehensively ignored
the French perspective. This study broadens the context of shared pastoral theological

understanding and throws light on France’s distinctive contribution.

5. Thesis Structure and Method

The aims of the thesis have shaped its structure. It will be seen that pastoral theology is
highly contextualised in France. Therefore it is necessary to contextualise Liégé’s life,
ministry and thought within French Catholicism. Part One aims to do this. Part Two
presents his pastoral theology. Part Three examines his pastoral theology from comparative
historical perspectives. Part Four offers comparisons and contrasts, and weighs the value of

introducing Liégé to British practical theology.

A lynchpin of the presentation is that in Liégé we have a major pastoral thinker whose
theology 1s tested against his work with the Scouts. His personal identity and character
matter to the subsequent discussion. This 1s why the chapter on his personality is placed at
the start in chapter two. Readers need to know whom they are dealing with. It draws on both
written sources and interviews to draw attention to the key features of Liégé’s personality as
expressed by his contemporaries. Prominent among them are the qualities of indefatigable

industry and conscientiousness, ‘presence’ to others, personal freedom and authenticity of

faith.

Chapter three shows both the context Liégé inherits and how his theology emerges from an
historical unfolding that has led to a paradoxical situation, at once a short ‘Golden Age’ of
theological creativity and a consetvative status quo of which he is pungently critical. The
nineteenth and early twentieth century history of the French church and its theology and
disputes are well known; so I have compressed the introductory matetial needed from
mainstream accounts. Similarly the brief, compressed presentation of the catechetical
background is drawn exclusively from the magnum ogpus on this subject by two great scholars

(Adler and Vogeleisen 1981).
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