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In reaction to some tendencies in modern philosophy (1500s onward) to contradict Catholic teachings, Pope Leo XIII in 1879 promulgated the encyclical Aeterni Patris. Its subtitle (translated to English) was: On the Restoration of Christian Philosophy in Catholic Schools in the Spirit of the Angelic Doctor, St. Thomas Aquinas. Leo’s purpose was to return Catholic philosophy to scholasticism (medieval Catholic theology, which peaked roughly 1050-1350), particularly Thomism. Thomism is the philosophy found in the works of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), such as the Summa theologiae. It is largely Aristotelian. The encyclical also clarified the roles of philosophy and faith in theology. That theme was developed further in John Paul II’s 1998 encyclical Fides et Ratio (On Faith and Reason).

Aeterni Patris instituted a movement known as neo-scholasticism or neo-Thomism. In the decades following (c. 1880-c. 1960), neo-Thomism was the dominant movement not only in Catholic philosophy but also in Catholic theology. Among major Thomists in the 20th century were Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Étienne Gilson, Jacques Maritain, Mortimer Adler, Elizabeth Anscombe, Alasdair MacIntyre, and Ralph McInerny.

Quite a number of neo-Thomist textbooks—surveys of Catholic theology—also appeared in those decades, mostly written for the instruction of seminarians. Since the surveys were “handbooks,” the surveys became known as the “manualist” tradition (manu is Latin for hand).

Catholic theology has since moved on from neo-Thomism. In the first half of the 1900s, the ressourcement movement developed: a return to the sources of Catholic theology, particularly the Bible, the Church Fathers, and earlier forms of the liturgy. From the ressourcement movement there developed, in the 1930s-1950s, nouvelle théologie, which sought to renew theology with insights from examining these earlier sources. German and particularly French theologians developed nouvelle théologie. Some theologians associated with it included Henri de Lubac, Yves Congar, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Karl Rahner, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Marie-Dominique Chenu, and Edward Schillebeeckx. Pope John XXIII appointed some of these theologians to leadership positions at the Second Vatican Council (a worldwide meeting of Catholic bishops, 1962-1965), thus in effect endorsing the movement.

Though neo-Thomism’s heyday has passed, nevertheless it still has much to recommend it. Its desire to nail down every detail of theology in a timeless system is passé, but its great clarity of exposition is still quite helpful.

Here I present 17 representative manuals on systematic theology, in English. They can be especially useful as initial surveys of a given area of theology (the attributes of God, angelology, grace, etc.) before diving into more specialized and more recent treatments.
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Berthier, J. A Compendium of Theology: Comprising the Essential Doctrinal Points of Both Dogmatic and Moral Theology, Together with the Important Notions of Canon Law, Liturgy, Pastoral and Mystical Theology, and Christian Philosophy. Trans. Sidney A. Raemers. 3 vols. St Louis: Herder, 1931, 1932, 1933. (Trans. from the 5th French ed.)

Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, compilers. Sacrae Theologiae Summa. 3rd ed. 4 vols. Bishops’ Conference of Spain, 1956. (In Latin.) (Professor at the U. of Salamanca.)
Rpt. in 8 vols. Trans. Kenneth Baker, SJ. Ramsey NJ: Keep the Faith, 2015-2025.
Vol. IA: Nicolau, Michaele, SJ. Introduction to Theology; On Christian Revelation. 2013. 580 pp.
Vol. IB: Nicolau, Michaele, SJ. On the Church of Christ; On Holy Scripture. 2014. 784 pp.
Vol. IIA: Dalmau, Joseph M., SJ. On the One and Triune God. 2013.
Vol. IIB: Sagüés, Joseph F., SJ. On God the Creator and Sanctifier; On Sins. Trans. Kenneth Baker, SJ. 2013. 660 pp.
Vol. IIIA: de Aldama, J.A., and Iesu Solano, SJ. On the Incarnate Word; On the Blessed Virgin Mary. 2013. 558 pp.
Vol. IIIB: Rivas, Severino González, SJ. On Grace; On the Infused Virtues. 2013. 424 pp.
Vol. IVA: de Aldama, Joseph A., Severino Gonzalez, SJ, Francis A.P. Sola, SJ, and Joseph F. Sagüés, SJ. On the Sacraments in General; On Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Penance and Anointing. 2015.
Vol. IVB: Sola, Francis A.P., SJ, and Joseph F. Sagüés, SJ. On Holy Orders and Matrimony; On the Last Things. 2015. 542 pp.

Brunsmann, Johannes, SVD. A Handbook of Fundamental Theology. Ed. and trans. Arthur Preuss. 4 vols. London and St. Louis: Herder, 1928, 1929, 1931, 1932. (German: Lehrbuch der Apologetik. 2 vols. St. Gabriel bei Wien Dr. und Verl. der Missionsdr., 1924, 1930.)
Vol. 1: A General Introduction to Fundamental Theology; Natural Religion.
Vol. 2: Revealed Religion.
Vol. 3: The Church of Christ: Establishment, Nature, Properties, and Notes.
Vol. 4: The Teaching Office of the Church: Infallibility, Inspiration, Faith.

Cunningham, Francis L.B., OP, gen. ed. Series: College Texts in Theology. 4 vols. Dubuque: Priory, 1958-60.
Vol. 1: Murphy, William B. OP, et al. God and His Creation.
Vol. 2: Cunningham, Francis L.B., OP, et al. The Christian Life: A Basic Synthesis for College.
Vol. 3: Donlan, Thomas C., OP, et al. Christ, and His Sacraments: A College Text in Theology.
Vol. 4: Donlan, Thomas C., OP, et al. Toward Marriage in Christ: A College Text in Theology.

Henry, A.M., OP, et al. Series: Theology Library. Ed. A.M. Henry, OP. Trans. dir. Louis J. Putz, CSC. 6 vols. Cork: Mercier; Chicago: Fides, 1954-58. (French: Initiation théologique [série]. Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1952-54. (Vol. 1, Les sources de la théologie: Ecriture Sainte, Liturgie, Droit Canonique, Pères de l’Eglise, conciles, tradition; 2, Dieu et sa création; 3, Théologie morale; 4, L’économie du salut [Le Christ; Marie et l’Eglise; Les sacrements].)
Vol. 1: Introduction to Theology. 1954.
Vol. 2: God and His Creation, 1955.
Vol. 3: Man and His Happiness, 1956.
Vol. 4: Virtues and States of Life, 1957.
Vol. 5: The Historical and Mystical Christ.
Vol. 6: Christ in His Sacraments, 1958.
Suppl. vol.: Chronology.

Hunter, Sylvester Joseph, SJ. Outlines of Dogmatic Theology. 3 vols. New York: Benziger Brothers, 1896.

Ott, Ludwig. Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma. Ed. James Bastible. Trans. Patrick Lynch. Cork, Ireland: Mercier, 1955; St. Louis: Herder, 1957. 13-75. (German: Grundriß der Katholischen Dogmatik. Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1952.)

Pohle, Joseph. Dogmatic Theology. Ed. Arthur Preuss. 12 vols. St Louis: Herder, 1911-1917. Rpt.  of vols. 2, 4, and 12, Eugene OR: Wipf and Stock, 2006-2010. (Volumes are:
Vol. 1: God: His Knowability, Essence, and Attributes. 1911.
Vol. 2: The Divine Trinity: A Dogmatic Treatise. 1911.
Vol. 3: God: The Author of Nature and the Supernatural. 1912.
Vol. 4: Christology: A Dogmatic Treatise on the Incarnation. 1913.
Vol. 5: Soteriology: A Dogmatic Treatise on the Redemption. 1913.
Vol. 6: Mariology: A Dogmatic Treatise on the Blessed Virgin Mary. 1914.
Vol. 7: Grace, Actual and Habitual: A Dogmatic Treatise. 1914.
Vol. 8: The Sacraments: A Dogmatic Treatise, vol. 1. 1915.
Vol. 9: The Sacraments: A Dogmatic Treatise, vol. 2. 1916.
Vol. 10: The Sacraments: A Dogmatic Treatise, vol. 3. 1917.
Vol. 11: The Sacraments: A Dogmatic Treatise, vol. 4. 1917.
Vol. 12: Eschatology, or the Catholic Doctrine of the Last Things: A Dogmatic Treatise. 1917.)

Schanz, Paul. A Christian Apology. Trans. Michael F. Glancey and Victor J. Schobel. 3 vols. Ratisbon, Rome, New York, Cincinnati: Frederick Pustet, 1891. (Vol. 1, God and Nature. Vol. 2, God and Revelation. Vol. 3, The Church.)

Scheeben, Matthias Joseph. Handbook of Catholic Dogmatics. 6 vols. in 8. Steubenville OH: Emmaus Academic, 2019-2023. (Unfinished at Scheeeben’s death in 1888. Completed by Leonhard Atzberger. Freiburg: 1873-1898.)
Book One, Theological Epistemology. Part 1, The Objective Principles of Theological Knowledge. Trans. Michael J. Miller. 2019. 426 pp.
Book One, Theological Epistemology. Part 2, Theological Knowledge Considered in Itself. Trans. Michael J. Miller. 2019. 426 pp.
Book Two: Doctrine about God, or Theology in the Narrower Sense. 2021.
Book Three: God in His Fundamental, Original Relation to the World.
Book Four: Sin and the Kingdom of Sin as a Contradiction and a Combat against the Supernatural Order of the World. 2023. 256 pp.
Book Five, Soteriology. Part 1. The Person of Christ the Redeemer.
Book Five, Soteriology. Part 2, The Work of Christ the Redeemer and the Role of His Virgin Mother. 2021.
Book Six: The Realization of the Salvation Merited by Christ in Individual Human Beings through the Justifying Grace of Christ. 2024.
(Scheeben also wrote: The Mysteries of Christianity. Trans. Cyril Vollert,  (of the German 1941 ed.). St Louis: Herder, 1946. 834 pp. Rpt. Steubenville OH: Emmaus Academic, 2023. Intended for an academic lay audience. [Mysterien des Christenthums. Freiburg: 1865-1897.] Scheeben’s rev. ed. was unfinished at Scheeeben’s death in 1888. It was completed by Benjamin Herder. It was published in 1941.)

Schmaus, Michael. Dogma. 6 vols. Kansas City: Sheed and Ward, 1968-77. Trans. Ann Laeuchli et al. (Dogma is a revision of Schamus’ Katholische Dogmatik, a.k.a. Der Glaube der Kirche.)
Vol. 1: God in Revelation. 1968.
Vol. 2: God and Creation: The Foundations of Christology. 1969.
Vol. 3: God and His Christ. 1971.
Vol. 4: The Church: Its Origin and Structure. 1972.
Vol. 5: The Church as Sacrament. 1975.
Vol. 6: Justification and the Last Things. 1977.

Smith, George D., et al. The Teaching of the Catholic Church: A Summary of Catholic Doctrine. Ed. George D. Smith. 2 vols. New York: Macmillan, 1927-28.

Tanquerey, Adolphe. A Manual of Dogmatic Theology. New York: Desclée, 1959. (Latin: Synopsis Theologiae Dogmaticae ad mentem S. Thomae Aquinatis. Baltimore: St. Mary’s Seminary [1894]. Rpt. Tournai: Desclée, Lefebvre, 1906, etc.)

Tanquerey, Adolphe. A Shorter Synopsis of Dogmatic Theology. Denver: Register College of Journalism’s School of Theology of St. Thomas’ Seminary, 1945. (Latin: Brevior synopsis theologiae dogmaticae. Ed. E.M. Quévostre and L. Hébert. Rome: Society of St. John the Evangelist, 1921. 5th ed.: 1923. Ed. J.B. Bord: 1931.)

Van Noort, Gerardus Cornelis (1861-1946). Dogmatic Theology. 6th ed. Rev. ed. Trans. and rev. John J. Castelot, SS, and Willaim R. Murphy, SS. Westminster MD: Newman, 1955-1960. (From Tractatus de Vera Religione. 5th ed. Ed. J.P. Verhaar, STD.)
Vol. 1: The True Religion.
Vol. 2: Christ’s Church.
Vol. 3: The Sources of Revelation, and Divine Faith.

Wilhelm, Joseph, and Thomas Bartholomew Scannell, eds. and trans. A Manual of Catholic Theology Based on Scheeben’s Dogmatik. 3rd rev. ed. 2 vols. London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner, 1908. (Scheeben, Matthias Joseph (1835-88). Handbuch der katholischen Dogmatik. 7 vols. Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1873-87.) (Wilhelm and Scannell, “whilst strictly adhering to Scheeben’s thought, reduced the bulky work to two handy volumes . . .” Wilhelm)

Wilmers, W[ilhelm], SJ. Handbook of the Christian Religion for the Use of Advanced Students and the Educated Laity. New York: Benziger, 1891. Ed. James Conway, SJ. 3rd enlarged ed. Rpt. London: Forgotten Books, 2018.



Similar collections of manuals can be found for neo-Thomist philosophy, moral theology, and spirituality. For example:

Tanquerey, Adolphe. The Spiritual Life: A Treatise on Ascetical and Mystical Theology. 2nd ed. Tournai: Society of St. John the Evangelist, Desclée, 1930. Rpt.: Ed. Herman Branderis. Charlotte: Tan Books, 2000.

