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yJan Słomka

Introduction to Catholic Theology. Handbook

S u m m a r y

We begin our introduction to theology by pointing to faith as the 
space within which theology is practised. This topic – hitherto most-
ly treated marginally or ignored – has been acquiring importance. 
This is because a certain obviousness of faith disappears. In other 
words, there is no longer a coherent faith environment in Europe, 
including Poland. More and more we live among people who are not 
(anymore) Christians. They look at theology as any other science or 
as non-science, i.e. dealing with subjective non-scientific opinions. 
Therefore, first for one’s own use, and then also for the presentation 
of theological content in various contexts and settings, it is necessary 
to thoroughly rethink what has perhaps been unnoticed until now, 
namely the nature of the Christian faith. Francis urges us to do so, 
reminding us in Lumen fidei that “the Church never assumes faith as 
a self-evident fact, but is aware that this divine gift must be nouri-
shed and strengthened so that it continues to show the way”. But 
the primacy of faith over theology does not imply any loosening of 
rational requirements, nor does it exempt theology from the criticism 
inherent in academic discussions. This theme is discussed primarily 
in the section on the interrelationship of theology, faith and reason, 
but it is present throughout the Introduction to Catholic Theology.

Another theme of the book presented is Tradition, the Magis-
terium, its documents. The Catholic understanding of Tradition 
and its doctrinal and ecclesial implications are a strong hallmark 
of the Catholic Church. Therefore, a good understanding of them is 
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y essential in the study of theology. For in Catholic theology we refer 
again and again to the documents of the Magisterium of the Church. 
So, before dealing with the most important issues, it is necessary to 
show where the authority of the cited documents comes from and 
what its nature is.

A good understanding of the Catholic doctrine on Tradition, its 
implications for theology and its significance for the identity of the 
Catholic Church is also essential for a sound ecumenical dialogue. 
Other Christian churches and ecclesial communities have their own 
ways of understanding Tradition. Thus, for ecumenical dialogue to 
be honest and fruitful, we must neither be ashamed of the Catholic 
understanding of Tradition, nor expect it to be wholly and immedi-
ately accepted by other churches and ecclesial communities. Whereas 
seeing the differences and similarities in this matter is very useful 
for a better understanding of one’s own tradition.

We then present the most important topics concerning the foun-
dations of theology, namely Revelation and the inspiration of Scrip-
ture. Next, we discuss in turn the sources of theology, theological 
sites, theological method and methods in theology, the language of 
theology. These are the classic, obligatory topics of every introduc-
tion to theology. The subsequent group of topics concerns theology 
in a cultural context. Relatively little space is devoted to the rela-
tionship of theology to the humanities and the arts, but this brevity 
does not stem from the low importance of these issues, but from 
their obviousness. Instead, we extensively present two contexts that 
are both important and – each in its own way – problematic for 
theo logy: philosophy and modern science. As a kind of conclusion 
to these chapters, I propose a certain – among the possible – classi-
fication of the paradigms of theology. The final focus of this chapter 
is a reflection on the presence of theology in the university.
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yThe last part of the handbook consists of introductory essays on 
the basic theological disciplines: liturgy, theology – fundamental, dog-
matic, moral, spirituality and practical theology. They do not replace 
the introductions that begin the lecture of each of these disciplines 
during the study of theology. They are only meant to show their 
specificity within theology, which is a single field of study.

The handbook has been prepared exclusively for digital, 
open-access publication. Free access to scientific publications is 
becoming widespread as the primary means of disseminating aca-
demic research and teaching aids. The digital form also has other 
advantages: it makes it possible to directly launch web links and 
allows for easy navigation within the text. So, in the text, I have 
included links to scientific texts that are available on the Internet: 
in databases of scientific texts, on the vatican.va website and oth-
ers, but only verified ones of recognised content quality. I have not 
inserted – with one exception – links to Wikipedia. There are two 
reasons for this omission. Firstly, it is so easy to reach Wikipedia 
that it makes no sense to include the links. Second, the theological 
content on Wikipedia is of very uneven quality. Some entries are 
compiled well, some are mediocre and some are bad. Assessing the 
quality of an entry requires prior theological knowledge of the en-
try in question. So any reference to Wikipedia in this Introduction... 
would imply my authorization of the source. I do not feel competent 
enough to give such authorisations.

Introduction to Catholic Theology is intended to help the reader to 
take first steps in this field of study, and should therefore give a rea-
sonably comprehensive view of the nature, structure and specifici-
ty of theology. It cannot, therefore, simply be a presentation of the 
author’s personal view of theological issues. But at the same time, 
theology, especially these days, is very diverse internally, i.e. there 
are many different, often mutually contradictory, positions at work, 
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y different answers to fundamental theological questions and ques-
tions about theology itself. It would seem, therefore, that the writer 
of an introduction to theology should take a neutral stance, objec-
tively presenting the various positions and concepts. In my view, 
such an assumption is impossible to make, and to attempt it would 
be a mistake. For it would mean that the author of such an intro-
duction is looking at theology from the outside, that is, positioning 
himself outside theology. The essence of practising theology is to 
take a stand, to accept certain views and reject others. Theology is 
a search for the Truth, but it is a journey in the course of which we 
constantly reflect on its direction and the manner of its pilgrimage. 
Theological discussions are not a sign of imperfection to be shame-
fully hidden, but the very life of theology. This is why a theologian 
writing an introduction to theology cannot pretend to be an external, 
neutral commentator.

Hence, I present, according to a certain theological consensus, 
the basic issues concerning the practice of theology and theology 
itself, but time and again I signal my opinion, sometimes strongly 
criticising certain tendencies. I try to ensure that the reader is clear 
when I express my own theological views. For clarity, I often use the 
1st person singular form in these situations. But after all, the whole 
book is the work of the author, that is, it is a testimony to my un-
derstanding of theology. I try to base this understanding on the most 
important sources of theology and the best possible reading of them. 
I tentatively hope that for theologians, this reading will provide an 
opportunity to confront their theological views with mine.
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Wprowadzenie do teologii katolickiej nie tylko spełnia zadanie przypisane pod-
ręcznikom,  ale znacznie je przekracza. Posiada  walory, które warto podkreślić:
•	 Zakorzenienie refleksji w teologii papieża Franciszka. To istotne z przynaj-

mniej trzech punktów widzenia. Po pierwsze, na rodzimym (a w zasadzie nie 
spotkałem tego również w obcojęzycznych opracowaniach) rynku wydaw-
niczym brak rzetelnej pozycji naukowej, w której uczciwie, bez uprzedzeń,  
a jednocześnie kompetentnie byłby ukazany wpływ współczesnego naucza-
nia papieskiego na sposób uprawiania teologii. Po drugie, umieszczenie myśli  
papieża Franciszka w kontekście wciąż ewoluujących prądów teologicznych 
sprawia, że łatwiej zrozumieć podejście teologiczne obecnego papieża i nie  
ulec uproszczeniom i niesprawiedliwym ocenom jego pontyfikatu. Po trzecie, 
podręcznik o takim nacechowaniu jest ważny szczególnie w Polsce, gdzie na-
uczanie papieża Franciszka bywa kontestowane i przeciwstawiane Tradycji 
Kościoła bez próby jego zrozumienia, a nawet lektury.

•	 Bardzo szeroka perspektywa teologiczna, filozoficzna i metodologiczna.  
W podręczniku znajdziemy charakterystykę zdecydowanej większości obsza-
rów, którymi zajmuje się teologia. Niektóre z nich podane są w sposób po-
szerzony, inne zasygnalizowane tak, by zaprosić zainteresowanego czytelnika 
do własnych poszukiwań. Prezentacja głównych linii rozwoju poszczególnych 
koncepcji oraz źródeł obserwowanych wciąż sporów pomaga zorientować się  
w podejściach i stanowiskach uczestników wielu współczesnych debat oraz 
określić dalekosiężne konsekwencje opowiedzenia się po jednej ze stron. Każ-
dy z punktów podręcznika przekonuje, że napisał go autor o dużym doświad-
czeniu, szerokiej wiedzy i zdolności syntezy.

•	 Indywidualne podejście do problemów. Autor podręcznika nie unika (co za-
powiedział we wstępie) własnych ocen niektórych sposobów myślenia teolo-
gicznego. Choć nie wszyscy autorzy to przyznają, takie podejście jest obecne  
w każdym z podręczników, ponieważ nie da się pisać tekstu bez pewnej formy 
subiektywizacji. W recenzowanej pozycji narracja ta jest świadoma i wyraźnie 
zaznaczana. Odważne stwierdzenia sugerują, że tekst jest nie tylko wynikiem 
pracy nad poszczególnymi zagadnieniami, ale rezultatem długiego i krytycz-
nego myślenia o wierze, teologii i Kościele w ogóle.

Z recenzji wydawniczej ks. dr. hab. Damiana Wąska, prof. UPJPII
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