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Part 1

THE CHURCH lives and contemplates the Mystery of

the Father, Son and Holy Spirit communicated to her.
Even though a certain knowledge of the revealed God
is possible (Denz.-Schon. 3016), there will remain necessarily
an overall darkness, because it is the real God who is known:
thus one who is infinite sheer Act and, therefore, incompre-
hensible. (Denz. 167; 367; 525; 616; 2669; 3016) . God, in being
known, must at the same time remain unknown; otherwise, it
would not be God who was known at all.

The problem of the transcendence and the immanence of
God examined in the noetic sphere presents a bewildering
number of issues and aspects which will always exact rather
delicate treatment. This is so especially today when one finds
all varieties of opinions steadily gaining acceptance, ranging
from the hyper-immanence of Teilhard to the extreme tran-
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scendent accentuation of J. B. Metz.! The aim of this
study is to consider our theological knowledge of the Mystery
of the revealed God precisely as affected in its modalities and
dynamism by the divine transcendence. In this way we hope
to make a contribution to the theory of our theological knowl-
edge and so help to clear away false problems, to alert the
theologian to the dignity and the mystery of his task, and
finally to throw light on some principles of theological pedagogy
which will form the student in a true sense of the transcendent
God. A general Thomistic standpoint recommends itself as
a flexible viewpoint from which to assess and interpret the
multiple problems that confront theology in this area.

A good deal of work has been done on allied topics, and
certain problems have arisen in the general area which will
determine, each in its own way, our precise problematic. These
points of difficulty and discussion can be isolated under three
headings:

1. Here we isolate, as a special point of recent discussion,
the Thomistic approach to the Mystery of the revealed God
and the modern criticism of this approach. This comes from
those who would favor a more radical salvation-historical
method in theology. This latter, though it appreciates the
orthodoxy of the Thomistic schema of approach, finds it also
strangely removed and cut off from the concrete terms of
revelation.? It is felt that, when too large a stress is laid
on the Unity of the divine essence, the saving Mystery of
the Trinity is excessively underplayed in theology and life.

* Cf. H. Urs Von Balthasar, “ Die Gottvergessenheit und die Christen,” Hochland
57 (1964-5), 1-11. Also J. B. Metz, “ Die Zukunft des Glaubens in einer Homini-
sierter Welt,” Weltverstindniss im Glauben, edited by Metz himself (Mainz, 1965),
45-62.

* G. Martelet, *“ Theologie und Heilséconomie in der Christologie der ‘ Tertia,” ”
Gott in Welt II (Freiburg, 1964), 3-43; K. Rahner, “ Dreifaltige Gott als Tran-
szendenter Urgrund der Heilsgeschichte,” Mysterium Salutis II (Einsiedeln, 1967),
323-347.
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Whereas this study does not intend to * solve ” this problem,
it cannot but be influenced by it, as will be seen.

2. In recent years, there has arisen quite an intense debate
on the personalism of St. Thomas’s trinitarian theology. If
the problem is accepted as it has been expressed, it seems that
A. Malet in his much-quoted work, Personne et Amour dans
la Théologie de S. Thomas d’Aquin (Paris, 1956), had deci-
sively vindicated the theology of St. Thomas in this respect.’
However, at this later date, when one reflects back on
the issue, it can be suspected that the problematic in the
framework of which the discussion took shape may not have
been in every way genuine.* Consequently it can be asked
whether a clearer understanding of the special character of
our theological knowledge would not have precluded the possi-
bility of such a problem arising in the first place, or at least
would have allowed it to be approached correctly. After all,
God is these three divine Persons; hence any theological
problematic that implicitly allows that God could primarily
be something else is necessarily suspect in its formulation and
in its implied noetic theory. This present discussion will pro-
ceed with an eye to this problem and with the intention of
making a contribution to the answering of it.

3. Finally, the question may be asked, as it has been asked
by scores of theologians and philosophers before this: what
is the role of the concept in our theological knowledge? There
is, as i1s well known, a variety of answers; but if this present
study intends to give anything like an adequate contribution
to the theory of our theological knowledge of God, especially
in those aspects touching on God’s transcendence over our
knowledge, we must at least make mention of the main streams
of opinions and try to discern the contribution of each.

3 The criticism of the classic Thomistic approach had been extreme: cf. S.
Boulgakof, Le Paraclet (Paris, 1944), 117f; V. Lossky, Essai sur la théologie
d’Orient (Paris, 1944) .

¢ The most searching appraisal of the problem and of Malet’s attempt to answer
it is F. Von Gunten, “ La primauté de la Personne et Amour dans la théologie
trinitaire de S. Thomas d’Aquin,” Angelicum 35 (1958), 73-90.
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There is the widely accepted classic Thomistic opinion of
Penido which stresses above all the abstract nature of the
concept.’ Then, in reaction to this, we have great stress
put on the role of judgment in our knowledge of God.
Finally, there is the recent theory of E. Schillebeeckx, who
sketches for us the objective dynamism of the concept in our
philosophical and theological knowledge of God, which remains
in the long run non-conceptual, but the direction of which is
determined by the concept, though the concept in no way
expresses the divine Reality.”

All these theories are claimed to be found “literaliter ” in
the doctrine of St. Thomas. Whereas it does not fall to us to
give an exegesis of the texts of St. Thomas on this whole subject,
we must try to bring the worthwhile elements of a very rich
Thomistic tradition together into a coherent theory, at least
in regard to the precise point of the present discussion.

Such, then, is the general framework within which the dis-
cussion will be conducted. By considering the whole range and
dynamism of our knowledge of God in its subjective and
objective implications in the manner in which it is affected
by the continual beyondness of divine Reality, even given
the fact of revelation, we hope to delineate the vital structure
of theological knowledge in relation to the revealed God. Thus
principles may be reached that could have a deep influence
on our understanding of the nature of theology, of its basic
method, and of the pedagogy necessary for the communication
of this unique type of knowledge.

5 M. Penido, Le Réle de UAnalogie en Théologie dogmatique (Paris, 1931), 189 ff,
and passim.

8 E. Gilson, Le Thomisme (Paris, 1948), 150-155; H. Bouillard, Karl Berth II
(Paris, 1957), 197-204; C. de Moré-Pontigibaud, du Fini ¢ Ulnfini (Paris, 1957),
35 fi; H. de Lubac, Sur les Chemins de Diew (Paris, 1956), 144 ff; 247 ff; F. Genuyt,
Le Mystére de Diew (Tournai, 1962), 85; B. Montagnes, La doctrine de UAnalogie
de UEtre d’aprés S. Thomas (Louvain, 1963).

? E. Schillebeeckx, Révélation et Théologie (Brussels, 1965), 235 f; 105-109, etc.
This author presents his theory with a careful textual analysis of the works of St.
Thomas; he finds that we do not apply the content of the concept as such to God,
according to St. Thomas, “ bien qu’il n’a pas poussé la chose & fond. . . .” P. 235.
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I. Tear HippEn Gobp

This general section will serve as an introduction to the
meaning, relevance and extension of the special aspect under
consideration of the divine transcendence with regard to our
theological knowledge.

1. Theology in the presence of God

In the act of faith man affirms the reality of the revealed
God, not in the clarity of intellectual vision but in the dark,
personal yielding of oneself to the Word of God through an
inner obedience to His mysterious call. There results a kind
of tension in the believing mind. There indeed exists that
tranquillity of mind in the possession of the Supreme Truth,
the fulfilment of everything the human spirit anticipates;®
however, man remains in the full conscious possession of his
powers of reflection, and this continues to take place within
the very structure of the act of faith. The believer is con-
fronted with the Mystery of the divine Three calling him into
communion with themselves.? This is, then, an all-meaningful
Mystery, not merely an intellectual puzzle or a series of propo-
sitions which have to be taken “on faith.” The believer is in
the presence of the supreme Reality of his life, which in the
natural thrust of his mind, he seeks to know ever more deeply.

Thus, because this mystery of life and grace is so ultimately
meaningful and because the mind can reflect, theology arises:
“word about God,” the understanding, even the conceptual-
ization of the revealed Mystery within the limits of man’s
capabilities. The conceptual schemata and expressions that
result, the systematization of thought and proposition, are all
living from the presence of the Ineffable God personally given
to man in the depths of his being.

8 «“ Omnia cognoscentia implicite cognoscunt Deum in quolibet cognito,” de Verit.,
q. 22, a. 2, ad 1; “omnia . . . in quantum desiderant esse, desiderant Dei simi-
litudinem et Deum implicite,” ibid., ad 2. Cf. J. Mouroux, “ Présence de la Raison
dans la Foi,” Sciences Ecclésiastiques 17 (1965), 181 f.

® Cf. Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Paragraph 2.
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Theology, consequently, is nothing more than faith seeking
to understand itself; faith prolonging itself into reflection. The
more ordered and precise this reflection is, the more scientific
and systematic theology becomes.” This reflection of faith
will vary from person to person, and indeed, as experience has
shown, from age to age, as it is influenced by what is currently
considered to be the paradigm case of knowledge or systematic
reflection. In the theology of St. Thomas we see this reflection
on the Mystery of God embodied in the intellectual life of
his age and taking to itself the methods and patterns of
scientific procedure then employed.

For St. Thomas, God was the “ subiectum theologiae,” which
means, in Aristotelian language, that God was the Reality
which the scientific mind sought to penetrate.'* This penetra-
tion of the “ subiectum ” was the whole aim of the scientific
procedure. To this purpose the data was marshaled, its various
aspects classified, hypotheses advanced, principles isolated, con-
clusions drawn. These conclusions were the ““ obiectum ” in Aris-
totelian terminology. As such, the *“ objectum ” provided the
medium through which the mind possessed the “ subiectum ”
and appropriated its perfection.”* Through the confusion of the
object with the subject in theological science there resulted
the long barren years of * Konklusionstheologie.” Clearly it
would be quite unjust to characterize the theology of St.
Thomas in this way, as has sometimes been done.*®

As God is the “subiectum ” of theology in the Thomistic
approach, it is implied that everything that theology considers
is directed to the manifestation of the divine Reality, ¢ ad mani-
festationem subiecti ’; ** thus creation, the Church, the sacra-

¢ Summa Theol., II-I1, q. 2, a. 10: “ Cum enim homo habet promptam volun-
tatem ad credendum, diligit veritatem creditam, et super eam excogitat et amplecti-
tur, si quas rationes ad hoc invenire potest.”

1 Cf. Cajetan, In Post. Analyt. (Lyons, 1957), 527; John of St. Thomas,
Cursus Theol., in I, I, 9 (Rome, 1934).

*2R. Gagnebet, “Dieu, Sujet de la Théologie selon S. Thomas d’Aquin,”
Analecta Gregoriana 68 (1954), 41-55.

% For example, G. Sohngen, “ Theologie als Xonklusionstheologie,” Mysterium
Salutis 1, 967-972.

¢ In Boet. de Trin., q. 5, a. 4, ad 3. )

¢



T0 KNOW THE MYSTERY v

ments, above all the Incarnation are to be considered as “ quid
Dei,” each in its own way contributing to a deeper under-
standing of the divine Mystery. Theology, then, is entirely
taken up in the contemplation of the “ ratio Dei,” the Mystery
of the inner life of God, known only to Himself, and to others
through revelation.*

This concentration on the divine Reality in the theology
of St. Thomas and the tradition after him determines the
character of this theology in a marked eschatological perspec-
tive. Theology is a share in God’s knowledge of Himself and
a foretaste of the vision that the blessed enjoy; all this con-
tributes to marking Thomistic theology with a supra-temporal
view of things, whereas at the same time it is confident of
itself as the highest form of wisdom, enabling the possessor to
judge of all reality according to its deepest explanation,—God,
in His trinitarian life.'®

Notwithstanding the obvious and universal vadidity of this
approach, some questions must remain open, especially in view
of certain contemporary theological developments. There are
points of difficulty. From the beginning this “ scientia theo-
logica ” was in danger of absorbing from Aristotle an inclina-
tion to an idealistic metaphysics (which, paradoxically, was
quite against the original intention of the Greek philosopher), in
which the validity and the value of the singular, as such, was
compromised by the excessive dominance of the conceptual
universal. We can see this element in the approach of St.
Thomas, though just how much the actual performance of
this theological synthesis overcome this initial shortcoming
is another question.*®

An unavoidable aspect of the classic synthesis of St. Thomas

38 Summa Theol., I, q. 1, aa. 6-7.

8 Ibid., a. 7.

37 J, de Finance, Etre et Agir dans la Philosophie de S. Thomas d’Aquin (Rome,
1960), 13-28.

18 Account would necessarily have to be taken of the profoundly historical treat-
ment that St. Thomas accorded to Law and the Mysteries of our Lord’s life, to give
two obvious instances. Cf. Summa Theol., I-1I, qq. 99-108; III, qq. 36-39, 41-46, etc.
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is its built-in tendency to prescind from the singular events of
history, to become unhistorical in this sense. It can easily be
forgotten that it is only through the “economia ” that God
reveals Himself at all, and “ when theology forgets the singular
things of God’s Love, it tends to become pure deduction.”*
This tendency we see expressed in the whole scholastic tradi-
tion; in its gradual veering away from the Scriptures, it became,
to some extent, imprisoned in its own abstract structure.”
The notion of a systematic Aristotelian “ scientia ™ in theology
does encounter a difficulty. God, who is the “ subiectum sci-
entiae,” is not an impersonal abstract Deity but the Living
God, the Mystery of these three divine Persons actively
engaged in intimate dialogue with man. To this extent de-
tached scientific enquiry is not possible, as it is in other
sciences.

Whereas the value of St. Thomas’s synthesis is so obvious
that it need not be stressed here, one cannot but feel sympathy
for those modern theologians who do not feel at home in the
rigid scientific procedure of the “ ordo doctrinae” when treat-
ing of God. This hardly takes away from the accomplishment
of the “Doctor Communis ”’; but it does bring out that the
Living God of revelation radically transcends any one scientific
approach. This we shall bring out more and more as the study
proceeds. For non-Catholic theology, the generalization seems
adequately substantiated, “that the scientific point of view
is that which abstracts from true theology.” **

To anyone at all sensitive to the question, one thing must
be clear: any extreme view must be avoided, if one intends to
build on the riches of the past and be open to the insights of
the present. Certainly, theology is a unique science, having,
as it does, a unique scope of inquiry. It is like the nomothetic

1® M. Chenu, Introduction ¢ UEtude de 8. Thomas d’Aquin (Paris, 1960), 270 ff.

20 This was, of course, in great contrast to the approach and practice of St.
Thomas himself; his magnificent Seriptural commentaries assure us of his immersion
in the sacred text itself.

21 M. Dupuy, “ Experience spirituelle, et Théologie comme science,” Nouvelle
Revue Théologique 86 (1964), 1137,
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sciences in that it does deal in abstract laws that are verified in
the divine Reality, whereas, at the same time, it has affinities
with the idiographic sciences which deal with a uniquely given
reality, such as history, for instance.?> The point to stress is
that the revealed God, as presented to the mind of the theo-
logian, is beyond the confines of any one approach; the divine
Reality demands that we make both approaches to it, and yet
it exhausts both approaches, as we shall see more clearly later.
St. Thomas serenely admits the limitations of all theology
with regard to the knowledge of its “ subiectum ”: “ non pos-
sumus scire de Deo, quid est ” **—even though it would appear
that he starts out to do precisely that. However, the analogy
of science is saved, because God can be known through His
effects, and these can take the place of a definition of the divine
Reality.” We must be on our guard against taking this state-
ment too rigidly, because it must be remembered that in the first
place no effect of God is adequate to express Him to the mind
of man; and second, the effects of God, above all those in the
history of His saving dealings with men, in themselves preclude
scientific classification in the strict sense, because of their
uniquely inter-subjective character; and third, the highly ana-
logical character of the science of theology becomes plain when
the peculiar character of its subalternation is registered.” In
the ordinary case of subalternation the higher science, whose
principles the lower science uses, is at least in the range of the
intellect in its present state. This is not the case in theology;
the knowledge of the principles, of God seen in Himself, is
necessarily restricted to the next life, in the beatific vision.
So, on the one hand, we must naturally respect and profit
from the special approach of St. Thomas to the revealed God;
on the other, it seems furthest from his intentions to take the
categories of science too rigidly or formally, for in the notion

22 Ibid., 1159.
28 Summa Theol., 1, q. 1, a. 7, ad 1.
24 Ibid.: “ sicut in aliquibus scientiis philosophicis demonstratur aliquid de causa

per effectum, accipiendo effectum loco definitionis causae.”
% Ibid., a. 2.



10 ANTHONY J. KELLY

of science itself applied to God, of the subject of that science,
of the method in that science, of the aim and the subalternation
within it, the revealed God stands out in His living presence as
a transcendent Reality, always necessarily beyond the scientific
penetration and abstract analysis. Hence our knowledge of the
revealed God, though it may indeed follow the path that St.
Thomas has laid down, will profit from knowing the limits of
this and every approach, and eventually come to a deeper
consciousness of the divine Reality.

2. God and man’s present manner of knowing

Since the theologian does his work within the framework of
a specifically human existence, it will be well to note the
limitations of our knowledge of God which are inherent in the
present state of affairs. As spirit, man is radically open to the
infinite scope of being; but in the space and time of his
embodied existence this fundamental openness is characterized
by the terms of the present condition.

There is a radical contrast between God’s manner of knowing
and our own; God’s knowledge of Himself, in the infinite act of
sheer existence, 1s immediate and all embracing. Within the
all-actual Reality of God there is a supreme consciousness;
within this, there is a sublime act of Self-identification which
exhausts all that God is. Thus, God is Self-evident to Himself,
in perfect simplicity, actuality and immediacy.?®

Our manner of knowing God is obviously quite different in
this life. It is the same whether we speak of that knowledge
of God accessible to us through the intelligibility of creation,
or whether it comes to us through faith in the God of grace,
living and acting in the history of man. Our knowledge is frag-
mented into many different concepts, propositions, images and
symbols, for the human intelligence in this life cannot attain
the simplicity of God in Himself. However, man does grasp
and name the divine Reality in accordance with the present
manner of his existence, namely, that of an embodied spirit,

2 Ibid., q. 14, aa. 1-4.
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in that the divine Reality is represented to him in sensible
realities from which his knowledge takes its rise.*” Only in this
world is our knowledge now at home; the things of this world
are connatural to us. Since man is spirit-in-matter, he is
naturally ordained to know a spiritual object; but since his
existence is that of an embodied spirit-person, this object is
attained precisely in that it exists in matter. Hence being shines
forth for man only in the “ essences of material things,” *® and
we are forced to consider the towering Mystery of the Trinity in
terms of the lowly realities of this world.”

The human mind, then, is bound inextricably to the realities
of this world, even when going beyond it.** Man knows in
terms of the realities of this world, and this is the state of
man’s knowing that revelation has respected: “the ray of
divine revelation comes to us according to our manner of
knowing.”

Through revelation God engages the human mind through
the realities which are actual for man. The vitality and com-
pleteness of our engagement with the divine Mystery is thus
assured, even though a basic inevidence must remain, for we
do not behold God as * He-is-in-Himself ” but insofar as He
manifests Himself to us through the communications of nature
and grace. St. Thomas states that the natural knowledge we
have of God through the intelligibility of creation is completed
by “plures et excellentiores effectus,” and “ aliqua attribuimus
ex divina revelatione ad quae ratio naturalis non pertingit, ut
Deum esse trinum et unum.” *

Note the severely ontic and objective approach of St. Thomas

27 Ibid., q. 84, a. 7.

8 Ibid.

2 Ibid., q. 32, a. 2: “ Intellectus noster non potest pertingere ad ipsam simpli-
citatem divinam secundum quod in se est consideranda. Et ideo secundum modum
suum, divina apprehendit et nominat, id est secundum quod inveniuntur in
creaturis.”

° Ibid., q. 84, a. 7: “ per huiusmodi naturas visibilium rerum . . . in invisibilium
rerum aliqualem cognitionem ascendit.”

31 In Boet. de Trin., q. 1, a. 2.

22 Summa Theol., I, q. 12, a. 13.
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to revelation. His theology stresses the objectively real char-
acter of the divine Truth, as distinct from the personal, inter-
subjective bearing of that Truth, which of course, it denies
in no way. It brings out the real advance in our knowledge
of God through revelation, “ aliqua attribuimus ad quae ratio
naturalis non pertingit.” *®* Also, it must be stated, although
St. Thomas does speak about our knowledge of God with a
great stress on the “effects ” of God, the Incarnation must be
taken as the “potissimus effectus” expressing God.** Given
the general validity of this ontic approach with its strong
objective accent, the question arises: is this approach com-
pletely adequate? Does it not demand, to be ultimately true
to itself, an explication of historical and immediately personal
intersubjective elements that it has hitherto left too little ex-
pressed? This question will occupy us further and more ex-
haustively later on in the study we are making.

St. Thomas usually sketches the marks of our knowledge of
God by making use of the “an est” and “ quid est ” distinc-
tion.?* He consistently states that we know the “an est” of
the divine Reality under various aspects, but not the ““ quid
est.” *® The general basis for the use of this distinction is the
conviction that there is indeed something truly positive in our
knowledge of God, yet it is God whom we are attempting to
know positively, and therefore God who cannot be known in
the infinite simplicity of Himself in this life.

This “an est ” seemingly does not mean knowing the exist-
ence of God in general, but it does imply that we know that
certain attributes and the Trinity of Persons are in the divine
Reality. Thus it implies that it is only through a multiplicity
and fragmentation of concepts and judgments that our minds

88 Ibid.

341 Sent., d. 3, q. 1, a. 4; ad 4: “. .. (Philosophi) non cognoverunt bonitatem
quantum ad potissimum effectum ipsius, scilicet incarnationem et redemptionem.”

3% In Boet. de Trin., q. 1, a. 2; q. 6, a. 3: q. 1, a. 4, ad 10; ad Rom,, c. 1, lect. 6.
For a note on the position of St. Thomas compared with St. Albert and predecessors,
see H. Dondaine, “ Cognoscere de Deo quid est,” Recherches de théologie ancienne
et médidvale 22 (1955), 72-79.

38 In Boet. de Trin., q. 1, a. 4, ad 10.
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are directed toward the fulness of the Mystery of God. This
multiplicity of judgments in our qualification of the divine
Reality is the thematized expression of the state of our knowl-
edge before the infinite and hence ineffable Reality of what
God is in Himself.*

The quality of each of these affirmations is, first, that we
know that each is true; and second, that there is expressed in
each, formally, some reality which is to be found in the
Mystery of God. There is no question, however, of expressing
this as it is “in Reality,” in God; the manner of our knowing
the reality and the mode of its existence in God are infinitely
apart. Notwithstanding this powerlessmess of the human mind
before God-in-Himself, there is implied some confused knowl-
edge, in a way analogous to the ordinary case when we question
the existence of something; a confused knowledge is implied,
otherwise the very question would be impossible.®* While this
general observation is valid, we must be careful not to take it
too literally. In the ordinary case of systematico-scientific pro-
cedure the object of the study is roughly designated by knowing
the general type of the thing in question; “ genus proximum vel
remotum.” ** But with God, there is no question of genus in
this sense; He cannot be a species contained within the larger
classification of a genus, one of the differentiations of which
would be God. He exhausts the totality of all the perfection of
being. Nor are there any accidental qualities (as in the usual
case) whose appearance might serve to provide the prior
identification of the object of the scientific knowledge. Never-
theless, in place of the generic or accidental knowledge there
can be present a corresponding confused knowledge through
God’s own activity, “ per modum causae et doctrinae.”*® In
this way we are enabled to make formal affirmations about the
divine Reality, either because the ontological perfections pre-

3% De Divinis Nominibus, c. 2, lect. 14: “ opportet quod Deum intelligamus esse
supra omne id quod intellectu apprehendere possumus.”

%8 In Boet. de Trin., q. 6, a. 8.

8 Jbid.

I Sent., d. 16, q. 1, a. 3.
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sent in the effects must belong to the Cause in a higher way,
or because through sensible realities He has suggested to us the
hidden and exalted Mystery of His inner trinitarian life.

Once more, let us call attention to the thoroughly objective
and ontic expression of the Thomistic distinction we have
attempted to outline. Again, from another point of view ** this
distinction does seem a little rigid and closed to the full rich-
ness and complexity of the situation. Does the fact of God
being for us a Self-disclosing personal Mystery emerge suffici-
ently? Since God has initiated a dialogue with man, the
knowledge of Him cannot be reduced to the number of con-
ceptual propositions we can make about Him; He is not merely
an object, but a subject, a supremely personal one, acting
towards us. What can be said is that the value of St. Thomas’s
terminology consists in bringing out that God, considered as
the supreme Reality, does surpass our adequate conceptual-
ization, in that we can never know the “ quid est ” of the divine
Reality in this life. Thus the way is left open to explicate,
within the objective framework provided by the Thomistic
synthesis, the intersubjective elements and the subjective bear-
ing of the objective reality, which the classic theological view-
point of St. Thomas did not require.

To summarize, we can say that, in the valid ontic framework
of St. Thomas’s approach to God, there is a mediacy, a multi-
plicity, and a fragmentation of concepts in our affirmations,
because our knowledge is necessarily linked with the realities
of this world. What God is in Himself is left unknown. For
this reason the type of knowledge accessible to us in this life
can be called knowledge of the “an est” of God, known
through the proportioning of the realities of this world to the
Reality which founds them. This ontic stress of the Thomistic
approach leaves room for the explication of the interpersonal
aspects, and in a sense, demands this explication; for, after all,
God is a “ Thou ” in our regard, known intimately in faith as

¢ K. Rahner, “ Bemerkungen zur Gotteslehre in der Katholischen Dogmatik,”
Catholica 20 (1966), 1-18.



TQ KNOW THE MYSTERY 15

communicating with us through the whole span of the history
of salvation.

8. The general negative character of our knowledge of God

As an explication of what has been said up to now, and as
an indication of what we will add in the next few paragraphs,
it can be said that in our knowledge of God there is a certain
predominance of the “ via negativa.” The qualification is neces-
sary, because it has been remarked that nothing is easier than
collecting series of texts, one group of which would favor the
positive, almost anthropomorphic quality of our knowledge of
God, the other showing just as clearly from the writings of
St. Thomas a startling negative tendency.** Obviously, a more
nuanced view of the matter is desirable.

When we consider the Mystery of the revealed God we are
under the necessity of taking the divine Reality both as an
ontic Reality, one “reality ” among many (even though * the
many ” in this case are the creation of God), and also as a
Personal Subject in whose Mystery the believer is intimately
involved. The ontic aspect of our knowledge demands from
us a keen realization of the presence of negation in our knowl-
edge, because God, the Creator of all, is infinitely removed
from the finite instances of His creation. The self-disclosure of
God, effected through His saving intervention in the history of
man, demands in our noetic attitude just as keen a realization
of the extraordinary positive quality of our knowledge afforded
us by Revelation. From the outset we cannot speak about our
knowledge of the revealed God without being aware, at least
to some extent, of the two points of reference in that knowledge;
in the interplay of the two, and in their reciprocal comple-
mentarity we must look for that special modality of our theo-
logical knowledge of God as it is affected by His continual
transcendence.

In passing, it can be noted in reference to the structure of
the Prima Pars that, though St. Thomas is conscious of salva-

42 M. Penido, op. cit., 172 f.
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tion history as the locus of our theological knowledge of the
God of Revelation, he expresses it as arising from the “ effectus
naturae vel gratiae.”** This is, as we pointed out before, an
objective and ontic expression leading to the knowledge of
the divine Mystery behind the orders of nature and grace; any
quality, e.g., goodness, that we can detect in the effects of
God “ ad extra,” we attribute to God by whom it is possessed
in an eminent and infinite fulness, although the divine manner
of its existence in God can be known only negatively and
proportionately; the whole movement of the first twenty-six
questions is in this direction. There are ample indications that
this approach is theological, and not merely philosophical; *
even though the divine Persons in their specifically personal
roles do not yet come into the picture. The “ effectus naturae
vel gratiae ” in these early questions are taken as the common
product of the Three together in the unity of the one nature
which is known obscurely in the negative and proportionate
manner that we have already made mention of.

When the Mystery of the Trinity comes in for specific
attention, the divine Persons are mentioned in their personal-
ities in a positive manner.”* However, first of all, they are
considered in this positive way, “ ad intra,” and only later * ad
extra.” *® When the missions “ad extra,” are considered, we
begin to see that the effects of God ““ ad extra” are in fact the
foundation for the dynamic of Self-communication of the three
divine Persons. An intersubjective relationship begins to ap-
pear within the effects in general.*’

42 Summa Theol., 1,q.1,a. 7, ad 1.

# Cf. C. Strater, “Le Point du Départ du Traité Thomiste sur la Trinité,
Sciences Ecclésiastiques 14 (1962), 71-87. This auther brings out very well how
the first 26 questions of the Prima Pars consider, in fact, the one Mystery of the
revealed God, which is the Trinity, though not yet considered precisely in the
respective intelligibility of the three divine Persons in their relative distinction.

* Summa Theol., I, q. 27 et seq.

* Ibid., q. 43, aa. 1-8.

" Ibid., a. 4, ad 1; a. 5, ad 8;: “ quantum ad effectum gratige sic communicant
duae missiones in radice gratiae; sed distinguuntur in effectibus gratiae qui sunt
illuminatio intellectus et inflammatio affectus. . . .”
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Though a number of theologians have sympathetically
pointed out that the Incarnation does not get maximum
appreciation in the schema of the Summa,*® nonetheless, it is
quite clear that there is a depth of personal communication
present in all the ontic effects, above all, of grace. Thus, in
general, we can see that the broad movement of the Summa
in treating of God is from the ontic and objective to the inter-
subjective, from the transcendent Reality of God affirmed in
negation, to the “Thou” of each of the divine Persons as
known in the missions.

To take up the thread once more, let us look a little more
closely at the dialectic of positive and negative in our knowl-
edge of God. When we say that our knowledge is negative, or
employs a negative process in affirming God, we do not mean
to say that the affirmation itself is of a weak or conditional
kind; nor do we deny that we are affirming the divine Reality
in its existential fulness. Every negation about God presup-
poses a prior affirmation, otherwise there would be nothing
to deny.*® The affirmation is always latent in the negation;
what is affirmed is something that we know, through reason
or revelation, must be attributed to God; what we deny is
something that just as clearly cannot be in the real God. This
is the finite manner of the existence of those realities which we
attributed to God (e.g., fatherhood, sonship, love, wisdom,
knowledge, ete.), although it must be granted that our experi-
ence of these entities on the finite level, primarily in their
creaturely mode of existence, enabled our minds eventually to
be orientated toward the divine Mystery.

In the affirmation, then, positive and negative aspects are
involved; there is not a reciprocal cancellation; the negative
element, purifying the affirmation from the finite manner of

4% 3. Martelet, “ Theologie und Heilséconomie in der Christologie der  Tertia,””
Gott in Welt II, 3-43; Y. Congar, “ Christ in the economy of salvation and in our
dogmatic tracts,” Concilium XI, n. 2 (1966), 12; K. Rahner, “ Bemerkungen zum
Dogmatischen Traktat ¢ de Trinitate,”” Schriften IV (Einsiedeln, 1962), 103-136.

I Sent., d. 34, q. 3, a. 2; de Pot., q. 7, a. 3, ad 7; Summa Theol.,, I, q. 1, a. 2,
ad 2; I-I1, q. 72, a. 6; de Div. Nom,, c. 1, lect. 3; I Cont. Gent., c. 14,



18 ANTHONY J. KELLY

its original signification, makes the statement truly positive.
The affirmation always triumphs.®®

St. Thomas himself came to see more and more clearly the
transcendence of God over our knowledge; in his later works
he denied absolutely that God can be categorized in any this-
worldly genus, not even in a reductive manner.”* This he had
admitted before.”® Conversely, what immediately confronts
our intelligences is the finite instances of Being, participations
of divine Being, to be sure, but inadequate to express the
infinite simplicity and actuality of the divine Reality: * only
created and finite being falls within the vision of our intellects,
which altogether fails before the Uncreated and Infinite Being;
and therefore, we understand God to be above everything that
our intellects can apprehend.” **

The negative element must always play a vital role in a true
theology, not to lead the mind to a void of infinite nothingness,
but as directing our knowing to the supreme Personal Reality
in the majesty of its transcendence.

Starting then from these few general comments, we can
conclude that the mind, engaged in the knowing of God, must,
in a special sense, ever be in motion. Since God can never be
adequately expressed at any stage in man’s knowledge, and if
this knowledge already arrived at is to maintain its authen-
ticity, the intelligence must always be moving forward into a
deeper darkness, leaving behind the finite expressions of the
Godhead it has already reached, as it “intends” the divine
Reality in Itself. The mind seeking to know God must always
thrust itself in the direction of the divine Reality, where it
exists in Itself, and not merely in the representations that the
mind has made of It. In this dynamism the formal indication
of what is “in God ” is not renounced, but the way in which
these realities are expressed is successively left behind. God

50 Cf. H. de Lubac, Sur les Chemins de Diew . . ., 146 f.

1 Summa Theol., I, q. 8, a. 5.

52 J Sent., d. 8, q. 4, a. 2, ad 8; de Pot.,q. 7, a. ), ad 7 (Cf. Capreolus, In I Sent.,
d. 8, q. 2, quinta conclusio) .

58 De Div. Nom., c. 2, lect. 4.
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cannot be adequately expressed save by the divine Word Him-
self, and He will not be given immediately to our minds until
we enjoy the beatific vision.

A genuine theology can keep its authenticity only in a
conscious “docta ignorantia” in the presence of the divine
transcendence. This does not mean mere ignorance but a
conscious “ unknowing ” as the intellect “intends ” the divine
Reality in its incomprehensible Self. “ We know God through
ignorance, in that in knowing God we know that we do not
know what God is.” **

A refinement of this principle of the ever deeper darkness is
that the whole movement of our knowledge is toward a more
personal realization of the revealed God; the deeper the dark-
ness, the more clearly God in Person is known by the mind.
This negation is the condition of His Self-disclosure. The self de-
spoilment of the mind enables it to receive the divine Mystery
as a Reality to be known; it is a paschal act of the intelligence
by which the highest achievement of the mind is realized in the
moment of its death,—an aspect that J. Mouroux was quick
to point out.”* This principle of the darkness of our knowledge,
as it were, directed toward the Personal Mystery of God, high-
lights the fact of the divine transcendence, not merely in a
philosophical sense but also in a theological sense, the tran-
scendence of the revealed God. God, in His revelation, is a
“ Known-Unknown ” in a special sense; for God calls us into the
sense of His transcendence, in order that the human mind
might realize not only what He is but who He is. As the study
proceeds, this point will be further elaborated.

It is a matter, then, of retaining two seemingly contradictory
points: God must not be placed in some kind of detached tran-
scendence through failure to realize that He has revealed Him-
self in this transcendence; and yet our knowledge is becoming
more perfect the more negative and dark it becomes. Thus,
to anticipate what will receive fuller treatment later, we can

54 Ibid., c. 7, lect. 4.
55 J. Mouroux, “ Présence de la Raison dans la Foi” Sciences Ecclésiastiques 17
(1965), 190 ff.
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(13

draw attention to two “elements” (to use the most general
word for the present) which are clearly discernible in our knowl-
edge of the revealed God: i) what we might call the formal
element indicating our knowledge of the divine Reality as a
That, an objective Reality, which demands that the mind enter
an ever deeper darkness before the Beyond-ness of God in
regard to all this world’s categories; ii) we shall call this
element mysteric, as it refers to the given, personal inter-
subjective aspect of our knowledge, arising from the revelation-
faith dialogue, in which God is more and more recognized as
a loving “ Thou ” in relation to man.*

To summarize this section, let it be noted that God is
presented to the believing mind, not merely as one objective
reality among many but as the Reality, in whose Mystery the
believer is personally involved, as subject to Subject; hence,
theological thought about God leads to and from a depth of
personal presence of God to the believing thinker; hence it
tends for this reason to escape from an overly univocal classifi-
cation into a science with God as the “ subiectum,” because
God is too personal, too present, too historically given, and
too transcendent for this (although all the time it must be
realized that, in a correctly understood analogical sense, St.
Thomas’s terminology is valid) .

This inability of the straight scientific structure to approach
adequately the Mystery of God is one specific instance of the
transcendence of God over all human categories.

All that remains to be said on this point is that our knowl-
edge of God is essentially negative in its procedure, if it is going
to be positive in its performance, if it is going to lead to a
deeper and more real affirmation of the real God who has made
Himself known to us.

5% When we say that God is a “ That,” this also implies that He is a Personal
reality, but we do not directly think of His free, personal action towards us; it is
objective, an ontic affirmation, of necessity abstracting from the concrete instances
of God’s coucrete historical involvement with man, (His “ For-Usness ) in favor
of affirming Him in His objective “In-Se.” We will be continually returning to
this point.
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II. Ter Knowing oF Gop IN THE CONCEPT OF OUR
CoNcEPTUAL KNOWLEDGE

We have sketched the general character of the transcendence
of the revealed God with respect to our knowledge, and indi-
cated some of the elements involved in the dynamism of human
knowing when confronted by the divine Mystery. We can
now take up special aspects of the role of the concept in this
knowledge.

1. The “ concept of God”

Our conceptual  knowledge is necessarily linked with the
realities of this world. Even the great secret of God’s inner
life is made known through analogies drawn from our con-
natural field of knowledge.

The divine Realities are expressed in a way proportionate
to the realities which lie in the natural scope of our experience.
At the center of this proportionate expression is our concept
of the finite instance of these realities which, by proportionate
application, are made part of our affirmation of the divine. The
question then is: how truly is the concept, abstracted as it is
from the field of our immediate experience, expressive of the
eternal, infinite Reality which is the Mystery of God?

In posing this question now, the “ an est ” “ quid est ” discus-
sion of the whole last part opens out into a more specific phase.
The conclusion was that some confused formal knowledge of
the divine Reality was implied by reference to the terms of our
present immediate knowledge. Now we must extend this con-
clusion into the specifically conceptual order and context.

Do we have a “concept of God”? This question is asked,
not in the sense that there could be any possibility of abstract-
ing an idea from a divine Reality immediately, but whether the

57 Here the word “conceptual ” means that order of human knowledge which
grasps reality through, and in, universal, abstract ideas, and as such, is distinguished
from immediate experiential knowledge of the singular thing and from a direct
intuition of it. Cf. I Sent., d. 28, q. 1, a. 2; de Pots, q. 7, a. 6; in Joan., c. 1, lect.
1; IV Cont. Gent., c. 2; de Verit,, q. 4, a. 2; Summa Thedl., 1, q. 86, aa. 1-5; also
P. Siwek, Psychologia Metaphysica (Rome, 1962), 376-378; 388; 408.
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concept can be sufficiently dissociated from the field of its
finite verifications to be rendered applicable to the divine order
through our affirmations.

The answer must be negative, if our concepts are necessarily
linked with the finite manner in which the realities we wish to
affirm of God are manifested in the present limited range of
our connatural knowledge; if, say, our idea of “ wisdom > can
formally be grasped only as realized in our connatural range
of experience, that is, as an accidental perfection, a developing
and defectible power of the human mind. Some kind of positive
answer would be possible if the intellect could form a concept
of the “ essence,” the pure meaning of wisdom, and not see it as
essentially bound up with its present finite verification. To the
extent that this concept could express a perfection not limited
in its meaning, as meaning, there could be nothing preventing
this concept from playing a formal signifying role in the
affirmation of the divine Reality.

Such is the case. As already shown, we know God only
through the “ contuitio ” of Him,*® together with the realities
of this world. Some of these perfections imply a limitation, not
only existentially, but also essentially, in their pure meaning:
e.g., sensation. Perfections of this type do not immediately
concern us, being as they are only “ virtualiter ” in God (though
it must be admitted, as the terms of revelation so strikingly
show, that they have a vital part in engaging the fulness of our
attention with regard to the divine Reality by a metaphorical
function) . Our interest goes for the moment to the other
perfections in which no limitation in their essential notion
(ratio) * is implied.®® These are above all the transcendentals
—Dbeing, unity, truth, goodness, (beauty), perfections pervad-
ing all reality .®* Together with these are the specific perfections

58 H. de Lubac, op. cit., 110 f.

5 For the meaning of “ratio,” see especially I Sent., d. 28, q. 1, a. 3: “ratio
nihil aliud est quam id quod apprehendit intellectus de significatione alicuius nominis
et hoc in his quae habent definitionem est ipsa rei definitio (. . . non refert utrum
illa quae dicuntur habere rationem, habeant vel non habeant definitionem.)”

8% For this division of perfections, cf. I Sent., d. 22, q. 1, a. 2.

8 Summa Theol., 1, q. 13, a. 1; a. 3, ad 3; I Sent., d. 22, q. 1, a. 3, ad 2.



TO KNOW THE MYSTERY 23

of love, life, intelligence, power, etc., in whose pure meaning
there is no built-in demand for limitation, though in their
existential verification they are experienced only as limited.*®

Though this observation draws its force from the basic
metaphysical principle that the essence of a finite reality is
distinct from its existence, we do not wish to create an un-
natural rupture in our knowing between the essential and
existential orders; it is the whole experience of reality that
" can direct our knowledge to the divine.** Qur experience not
only provides a concept, but also symbolic and metaphorical
elements that will never bear complete conceptualization.
Thus, the total reality offers its essential core to be substanti-
ally affirmed of God, purified as this must be of what is proper
to its finite verifications. These finite instances, however, have
their role in engaging the totality of the knowing subject’s
consciousness in such a way that the conceptual affirmation
of the divine Reality will at the same be rooted in experience
and be interpreted as a prolongation of it, not merely an
exercise in metaphysical abstraction. In this context the forma-
tion of the concept must be seen as the abstractive process
within the total experiential consciousness, not as something
which is altogether divorced from it.

Thus, abstract conceptual knowledge lives, as it were, from
an ever present non-conceptualizable substratum of metaphor
and symbol. We might, in accordance with the content of
the faith, affirm of God “fatherhood ” and “ wisdom,” ete.,
and apply our purified concepts to Him under these aspects.
There remains in our consciousness our concrete experience of
these realities, of human fatherhood and human wisdom. The
critical intelligence must abstract the pure meaning of these
formalities, if the affirmation is really going to be substantially
of God; and this process must be seen as truly the situation
of divine Realities in the direction pointed to by our experience,
if the affirmation is to be made by man. It can be said that the

%31 Sent., d. 85, q. 1, a. 1, ad 2; ad 5.
%2 B, Schillebeeckx, op. cit., 356 f.
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analogies of proper and improper proportionality, though dis-
tinet in the formal affirmative power of each, are not so
divorced in the actual exercise of our knowing; they appear
rather as two aspects of the one human affirmation of God.
The negative side of this observation is that the “modus
significandi ” must be denied of the “ratio significata ” of the
concept—familiar thomist doctrine.** What has just been noted
indicates that the “modi significandi” do have a vital role
in our knowing, in surrounding the concept with an existential
field of reference.

It is through the concept critically disengaging the pure
meaning of a reality from its finite instances that we apply the
names of “ wisdom,” “ goodness,” etc., to the divine Reality
and designate it as substantially signified in this way. But this
by no means indicates that the concept expresses the infinite
manner of being in which the reality, notionally expressed by
the concept, exists in God. Certain expressions of some
Thomists are found wanting in this respect.”® Concepts do
not express the concrete reality; they are abstract universal
quiddities in the mind by which the mind can know all singular
verifications of this quiddity now abstractly and universally
expressed. The mind cannot find the existential fulness of
reality in the concept but beyond the conceptual order in
reality. Thus, the perfection as it exists in God cannot be
known as it exists in God; the role of the concept is such that
it enables us to make a formal affirmation of what is in God.
In the concretive synthesis of judgment, the concept enables
the mind to grasp tendentially a formal aspect of the
divine Reality. Through the act of judgment the mind
compounds the formal conceptual content with the affirmation
of existence—and is thus noetically and validly orientated to-

8¢ Summa Theol., I, q. 18, a. 3.

%5 E.g., M. Penido, op. cit., 189f.: “. . . pour concevoir la bonté divine nous
devons abstraire de la bonté créée une idée transcendante qui n’est pas formellement
. . . mais seulement proportionnellement le concept de bonté créée, et c'est cette idée
universelle que nous proportionnons & Dieu, c’est par et dans cette idée universelle
que nous connaissons la bonté subsistante.” (Quoted also by E. Schillebeeckx, op.
cit., 244, note 2; and B. Montagnes, op. cit., 164.)
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wards the mysterious depths of the divine Being.®® There the
quiddity expressed of God is one with the divine unlimited
act of existence, and in that way is infinitely, ineffably and
incomprehensibly realized.

The affirmation in its existential import dynamically orien-
tates our minds to the hidden depths of God. In its formal
content it is an affirmation of a formal aspect of the divine
Reality. It is valid, though at the same time inadequate, not
expressing the reality as it is in God. This it does only propor-
tionately and above all negatively. In this sense it is truer to
say that the divine Reality is affirmed or “ signified,” rather
than “ expressed.” ® However, we must retain the formal signi-
fying aspect intrinsic to the concept achieved in its state of
abstraction from finite verifications, in its formal signifying
power; if this is not kept, our affirmation would be a straight
out anthropomorphic utterance or lack any intrinsic specifica-
tion and thus affirm nothing.®®

* * * * *

Before adding some clarifying points, it will be necessary to
pause over the truly personal character of the theological
affirmation and its fully existential quality. This can best be
expressed by bringing out two elements, or better, “ moments,”
facets pertaining to the inner structure of our affirmations
alluded to before.

First, the formal; we know through faith the supernatural
interventions of God in salvation history. And in this knowl-
edge our conceptual affirmations about the divine Reality are
rendered supremely meaningful in their formal content, whereas
the concept is subject to continual enrichment from the mind’s
contemplation of the “effectus naturae vel gratiae” which
include the Incarnation,® ete., the basis of our affirmation. God

¢¢ Cf. H. Bouillard, op. cit., 198 ff; also D. Burrell, “ Aquinas on Naming God,”
Theological Studies 24 (1963), 183-212; C. de Moré-Pontgibaud, du Fini & PInfini
(Aubier, 1957), 35 f; E. Gilson, op. cit., 124-857.

%7 Summa Theol., I, q. 13, a. 2.

%8 M. Corvez, “ L'idée et l'affirmation de Dieu,” Revue Thomiste 57 (1957), 314.

% As well as all the effects in the Church through history, cf. ad Ephes., c. 1, lect.
8; ad Hebr. c. 11, lect. 1; for good comment on this, see A. Motte, “ Théodicée et
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in Himself will always be beyond these conceptualizations, as
has been explained, even though they will be more meaning-
fully affirmed of Him.

Second, there is what we will continue to call the “ mysteric ”
moment; it arises from the fact that there is a givenness about
the divine Mystery that the formal element in our affirmations
does not obviously express. It is one thing to consider our
affirmations as signifying God as good, wise, etc., in a general
way little different, except by origin, from the formal significa-
tion of philosophical affirmations. However, it is another thing
to realize that the theological affirmation must be considered as
a response to the givenness of God’s Self-manifestation in a
most special manner, as the divine Mystery of Self-communica-
tion concretized in the actual role of the three divine Persons in
salvation history; for here each is a uniquely personal term
of our knowledge, the “Thou” of God in our regard.” Our
theological affirmations are the answer in a dialogue first
initiated in the salvific roles of the three divine Persons in
their saving work. Such affirmations arise from considering God
as the supreme objective Reality known through the variety
and excellence of His effects, and as a response to the Reality
manifested concretely in this dialogal, divinely subjective man-
ner of the Mystery of God-in-Se-pro-nobis, of salvation history,
which is not exhausted by the formal analyses of concepts.

Thus, our affirmations, despite their abstract form, have a
context, origin and purpose very much bound up with salvation
history. The realization of this double moment in our affirma-

théologie chez S. Thomas,” Revue des sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques 25
(1037), 5-27.

7 Here we must stress the full reslism of the Incarnation, as modern theology
has attempted to express it: Christ’s humanity is not simply an apparition, or
human appearance, or simply an instrument which Christ uses to manifest His
presence, yet being still disguised in Himself. Rather, Christ’s human nature is the
expression of God Himself, the “ inhumanization of God,” (H. U. Von Balthasar,
Dieu a parlé un langage d’homme: Parole de Diew et Liturgie [Paris, 1958], 78),
the self expression of God outside Himself (K. Rahner, “ Reflexions théologiques sur
I’ Incarnation,” Sciences Ecclésiastiques 12 [1960], 14 f.); Christ is God the revealer
and also God revealed (R. Latourelle, Theology of revelation [New York, 1966],
868f.). Thus in the fullest sense we have the “ Thou” of God addressed to man.
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tions makes them more personal and existential in the sense
of having their most concrete reference point in the given
Mystery of God as revealing Himself. Furthermore, by bring-
ing out this double moment in our affirmations it is hoped that
a fruitful principle will be provided for later questions which

depend on harmonizing the revealed concrete Reality and the
abstract content of our concepts.

* * * * *

a) Negation and the concept. If God is to be validly
qualified by these conceptual affirmations, the concepts them-
selves in their limitation must be submitted to a double
negation, in order that the affirmation might achieve its formal
validity. The concept, as a finite, inadequate element in the
formal signification of the divine Reality, is not negated; there
is a positive conceptual content which must remain in the
affirmation, otherwise the affirmation will have no formal
“ direction.” However, the negative element does come into
play; first, in that the concept must be purified with regard
to its finite field of reference, if it is to be applied to God. That
is, the elements which do not formally belong to the pure
meaning which the concept expresses but to the existential
verification of the concept from which the concept was origi-
nally taken; this is the first and most elementary negation.

There is a second zone of darkness surrounding the concept.
We must deny the concept the capacity to express the reality it
formally signifies, as it is in God. That is the object of God’s
knowledge. The positive content of the concept yields to a
state of willed ignorance of the divine Reality, because no
concept can express what God is. As soon as we have a con-
ceptual notion of a reality which must be in, God, as identified
with the divine Reality, it must be immediately submitted to a
process of negation, not in its limited validity but in its capacity
to adequately express the transcendent Mystery toward which
the mind of the Christian theologian is orientated. The way of
theological knowledge must ever take him into a deeper dark-
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ness, “where God is said to dwell”: “Illud est ultimum
cognitionis humanae de Deo quod sciat se Deum nescire.” ™

b) Mysteric concreteness. There are two ways of conceiving
reality; the one concrete, the other abstract. One can think of
a good thing, or goodness in general, indetermined to any
particular object. The abstract idea enables the mind to
prescind from any actual immediate experience of goodness,
ete., in its predications and renders possible the proportionate
predication of it (ete.) to God.”” This does not mean that
God is good in the way we understand the realities of our
connatural world to be good, but, in a way we do not under-
stand, that He is the Good One in a way surpassing the expres-
sive power of our human categories and concepts.” Thus the
ultimate realization of this abstract idea is affirmed in the dark
proportionate manner that has been sufficiently explained.

This point can be more developed with regard to the notional
predication of the three divine Persons: God is not merely
“ Fatherhood ” or “ Sonship ” in general but the Father as a
mysterically given Reality, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
acting and revealing Himself through the course of salvation
history. There must always be the concrete identification of
the formal content of our affirmations with the actual divine
Person in salvation history.

This Father, etc., concretely identified in salvation history
as a unique “Thou” in His mysteric givenness, must not be
substituted for by a concretization of “ fatherhood ” in general
laboriously elaborated in its essential formality through the
psychological image, etc., (the value of which is not denied).
Rather, the two moments must remain in our knowledge, the
formal more abstract one directed toward ontological “Res
Divina,” and the mysteric directed toward the ineffable, per-
sonal givenness which eludes our formal concepts.

" De Pot., q. 7, a. 5, ad 14; cf. also de Verit, q. 8, a. 1, ad 8; de Div. Nom., c. 7,
lect. 4: “ Est alia Dei perfectissima cognitio per remotionem, scilicet qua cognosci-
mus Deum per ignorantiam.”

" De Pot., q. 1, a. 1; I Sent., d. 84, q. 1, a. 1; Summa Theol., 1, q. 32, a. 2.

"* M. Corvez, op. cit., 315; and by the same author, “ De la connaissance de
Dieu,” Revue Thomiste 48 (1948), 511-524.
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¢) A theology of affirmation. Theological knowledge has
indeed its precise conceptual content; but it does not consist
in mere conceptual analysis in an effort to find a greater no-
tional evidence. It perfects itself in affirmation, in a proclama-
tion that God 1s so, in the sense that He is a supremely
personal and ineffable Reality behind all His communications.
At a great depth theology is kerygmatic, much more so than
the favorers of “ kerygmatic theology ” would seem to realize,
for it teaches us to proclaim of God, in the deepest and most
meaningful manner, the realities, i.e., the attributes, ete., of
which, according to revelation, He is the possessor. This affirm-
ative character of theology is in keeping with the notion of
God as the “ subjectum theologiae ” treated at the beginning,
for it is a response to a unique “ Thou” Who has manifested
Himself and not a mere logical effort; to draw as many conclu-
sions as possible from or about a series of propositions.

* * * * *

In view of what has been outlined, it seems that each appar-
ently different approach has some positive contribution to make
if one sets the question in a more integrated perspective.

The classic Thomistic opinion of Cajetan and his followers,
such as Penido, despite some exaggerated expressions and a
too abstract and notional approach, does lay due stress on the
abstractive power of the mind to disengage a pure meaning,
independent in its formal content of the finite realizations from
which it originates. To that extent there must be what is often
called an “ analogical concept,” not in the sense that the concept
changes or that it contains within itself the full range of its
existential realization, but simply because it is not inextricably
wedded to the finite in its formal content. This is a necessary
first stage in our affirmation of the divine Reality. I would
consider that the classic Thomist view has not fully been
aware of this, being content to place our knowledge of God in
what is merely its abstractive phase. It falls short in not
appreciating the vital role of judgment and is therefore too
abstract and static.
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Those who lay stress on the role of judgment make a contri-
bution along different lines. As well as a prejudgmental ab-
stractive phase in our knowledge, there is the perfection of our
knowledge in affirmation.”* In this affirmative phase the mind
is actually orientated toward the divine Reality in its exist-
ential fulness, as it is “in reality,” even though the affirmation
does not have within its formal conceptual content an adequate
expression of the Reality affirmed; for in our affirmations of
the Res Divina the formal conceptual content is expressive of
a pure abstract meaning—a quiddity known originally in finite
verifications and now reflexively grasped as not essentially
linked with them—which is predicated of God as a valid, though
inadequate expression of the divine Reality. In this way our
minds are darkly orientated toward the mysterious depths
where the finitely signified perfections exist in an infinite
manner.

Analogy, then, is not merely the possession of a concept
which can prescind from finite realizations in its formal content;
it means, fundamentally, that there is a way we can affirm
realities of God in a valid manner. This is not an anthropo-
morphic exercise on the one hand, for the content of the
affirmation is not. bound up with the finite world in its formal
signification. Nor, on the other hand, is it a lapse into agnostic-
ism, for we are affirming something of God which is really God;
there is a positive predication and a truly existential judgment
but with this difference, that the manner of existence in God is
not represented. The names we predicate of God are immedi-
ately representative of our concepts.”” Hence St. Thomas can
say, “huiusmodi nomina significant divinam substantiam, et
predicantur de Deo substantialiter, sed deficiunt a representa-
tione eius.” ™

E. Schillebeeckx’s theory of objective dynamism offers more
room for reflection. Its value is that it situates the conceptual

74 Symma Theol., I, q. 16, a. 2: “ Quando intellectus iudicat rem ita se habere
sicut est forma quam de re apprehendit, tunc primo cognoscit et dicit verum.”

5 Ibid., q. 18, a. 1.

 Ibid., a. 2.
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elements of our knowledge of God in a dynamic noetic. It
brings out the abstract nature of the concept™ and how it
arises from the finite world.”® Finally, it highlights an exist-
ential and experiential aspect too often neglected in our discus-
sions of the character of knowledge of God.” It is my opinion
that this theory is exaggerated to the extent that it makes all
our knowledge properly of God to consist in a non-conceptual
order.’* For Fr. Schillebeeckx the non-conceptual is not a
complement to the conceptual in our knowledge of God but
rather a subsitute for it. The whole theory is developed with
a keen realization of the transcendence of the divine Reality,

"" E. Schillebeeckx, op. cit.,, 342 f.: “ Les concepts de la foi possédent un contenu
qui nous oriente positivement vers la réalité du salut: ils ont une valeur de connais-
sance mais n'impliquent aucune saisie conceptuelle de cette réalité. La paternité de
la premiére Personne, par exemple se trouve réellement dans la perspective objective
de notre concept humain de  pére,’” mais nous ne saississon pas conceptuellement le
mode de réalisation et la paternité en Dieu: comme contenu conceptuel nous n’avons
que le concept de paternité humaine. C’est dans la ligne, dans la perspective objec-
tive de cette paternité que Dieu se situe, mais nous ne pouvons pas le situer exacte-
ment dans cette perspective. . . .”

8 Ibid., 234 f.: “ Quoique les concepts soient inadéquats et méme, en tant que
abstraits, ne possédent en elles-mémes, et par eux-mémes aucune valeur de réalité
(ce que-le concept abstrait fait connaitre se situe dans la réalité concrete et est done
réalisé autrement que dans le concept-) ils possedent en liaison avec 1’aspect non
conceptuel, une valeur de réalité,—inadéquate sans doute, mais cependant réelle,—
car ils donnent (et eux seuls) une direction et un sens & P'élan, qui & partir des
concepts, nous porte vers la réalité . . .,” etc. The philosophy of knowledge of
which Fr. Schillebeeckx avails himself is that of D. de Petter, who stresses an
implicit intuition in all our knowledge, which is not directly accessible to reflexive
analysis; at no moment does the mind give adequate expression to its full existential
grasp of reality, though it is capable of a certain confused abstract expression
through our concepts, which are, on the one hand, consciously grasped as not being
determined to this existential reality, yet, on the other, are actively referred to it
as abstract inadequate expressions. Cf. “ Begrip en werkelijkheid aan de overzijde
van het conceptualisme: Impliciete Intuitie,” Tidjschrift voor Philosophie 1 (1989),
25-43; and “ L’Intuitif implicite dans l'acte de connaissance,” Actes du Xiéme
Congrés international de philosophie (Amsterdam, 1948); for review cf. J. Isaac,
Bulletin Thomiste 8/1 (1947-53), 465-68. !

"® B. Schillebeeckx, op. cit., 108 f; 342 ff.

80 E. g. tbid., 108: “ nous n’appliquons proprement 4 Dieu comme tel les contenus
purement conceptuels de ‘pére’ et ‘fils’ mais dans la ligne de ces contenus, &
I'exclusion de tous autres (ce sont ceux qu'utilise la révélation) nous °tendons’
réellement vers la réalité divine. . ..”
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which thus demands the presence of non-conceptual elements in
our knowledge. Nonetheless, we cannot accept it completely, for
we are forced to recognize the lowly role of the concept itself
as a limited formal expression of the reality which is in God,
even though the divine manner of its existence therein is not
expressible.

I am conscious of the danger of merely verbal differences
in this area, for when different theologians talk of the “ concept
of the divine Reality,” etec., two different things can be meant.
No one can justifiably say that our conceptions of God really
express the reality in the infinite manner of the divine where
essence and existence are one in unlimited act. To that extent
our knowledge can be called non-conceptual, in that our minds
are oriented to the existential fulness of the divine Reality
only by going beyond the concept and by entering into the
darkness which belongs to the human mind before the eminence
of the divine order. Hence there is no question of “ seizing ” the
divine Reality or grasping it adequately and conceptually.®
But, to repeat, the concept remains in itself a necessary positive
element in our knowledge of the divine and, indeed, a formal
element expressive of what is “in God ” but not in the infinite
manner in which it is contained in the divine Reality; it enables
us to affirm God validly without pretending to any adequate
formal knowledge of Him. Perhaps it is more truthful to say
that our concepts yield us, not so much knowledge “ of God ”
but “ about God.”

In the final part of this study I propose to take up the non-
conceptual element in our knowledge, presenting it as a com-
plement to our properly conceptual knowledge. In this my debt
to Fr. Schillebeeckx will be obvious. Up to the present one
point has not been sufficiently brought to the fore, viz., the
reason why we postulate a dynamism in our knowledge with

81 By, Schillebeeckx occasionally gives the impression that those who would allow
the positive conceptual element in our knowledge of God, in the sense explained,
somehow conceive the divine Reality as adequately grasped or “ saisie,” e.g., op.
cit., 244; 343.
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its vital inclusion of conceptual and non-conceptual elements.
We must try to answer this question in a later context.
Briefly, then, the special transcendence of the revealed God
affects our theological knowledge in the conceptual order, i)
by making it less a process of abstract expression but one of
existential affirmation in which the concept has a validly formal
directive role in the determination of the precise aspect of the
divine Reality to be affirmed; thus we know concerning it “ an
est,” with a necessary element of the “ quid est sub quadam
confusione.” #* ii) The personal mysteric givenness remains in
some way a non-expressed “plus” in all our affirmations. iii)
Both these points indicate that our theological knowledge, even
in its conceptual elements, lives from the experience of faith, so

that it is caught up as an element in the dialogue with the
divine * Thou.”

2. The real dvmension of the affirmation

Since we have been concentrating here more on the positive
moment in the dialectic of our knowledge before the divine
transcendence, we must now complement what has just been
sald by clarifying how the concept is a formal expression of
what is in God. The discussion must be briefly directed to
more ontological considerations following upon our previous
concern with the content of the concept; now we are concerned
with the actual verification of that concept in the divine
Reality. What is at stake is this: is our knowledge purely
functional, or is God, as He is in Himself, truly qualified by our
affirmations? Do our affirmations, made as they are through
the medium of conceptualizations arising from reflection on
the history of salvation, truly provide us with a real theology?

Two extremes are to be avoided: first, an exaggerated realism
which would spring from a too univocal application of our
concepts of God without the accompanying realization that
God is revealing Himself in human language and categories
which are made to signify Him but not represent Him. This

82 In Boet. de Trin., q. 6, a. 3.
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error would prevent us from sufficiently intellectualizing our
experience of the realities through which God has revealed Him-
self, by not disengaging the relevant intellectual content and
submitting it to the necessary negations. Unless there is this
critical effort on the part of the human mind, the fact of God’s
revelation can never be appreciated; to hear God’s word, as
God’s, it must be stripped of what is intelligibly irrelevant, so
that the “ proportion > can be verified.

The second extreme consists in negating the conceptual con-
tent of the affirmations of faith and theology too much. Such
an exaggeration would no doubt arise from the realization that
God has revealed Himself in an * economia,” not in His “im-
mediately eschatological” Reality. Such a tendency would
allow a certain pragmatic purpose in our concepts but deny of
them a truly real verification, in that they do not tell us of
God “in Himself ” but only in the “quoad nos” of the
“ economia.”

Although from the biblical angle this point must continue to
be discussed,* the contribution of St. Thomas is very relevant
for the healthy development of modern theology; his own
doctrine is the fruit of manifest development on his part. He
becomes more and more severe on the overly negative teaching
of Maimonides; ** by the time of his writing the de Potentia he
seems to have definitively clarified his doctrine on the verifica-
tion of our ideas in God.*

83 Cf. L. Malevez, “ Nouveau Testament et théologie fonctionnelle,” Revue de
Science Religieuse 48 (1960), 284 f.; Y. Congar, “ Christ in the economy of salvation
and in our dogmatic tracts,” Concilium XI n. 2 (1966), 4-15.

84In I Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 3, he sees only a superficial difference between the
opinions of Maimonides and Avicenna as contrasted with those of Denis and
Anselm: “in superficie diversae videantur.” But in the de Pot., q. 7, a. 5, the
opinion of Rabbi Moyses is said to be “insufficiens et inconveniens ”; and im the
Summa Theol., I, q. 13, a. 2, we find the same “ inconvenientia ” attached to the
opinion of Moses Maimonides.

85 Cf. the very difficult passage in the I Sent., d. 2, q. 1, a. 3, compared to a
clearly and strongly defined position in the de Pot., q. 7, a. 6. A tendency can be
detected to objectivize in a more real manner the “ ratio” in question, in order to
preclude any impression that the ratio is God as understood by us, not as He is
in Himself. The Responsio ad Joannem Vercell. de artic. 108 clarifies the position
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To appreciate his doctrine to the full, the distinction must be
clearly maintained between the logical and ontological orders,
between the order of our knowledge of the Res divina and the
Res divina in its actual existence. In the logical order, each
conceptual expression of the divine Reality exists in our minds
as in a subject, that is, as the logical intentional likeness of the
ontological reality. In the mind, it resides as a meaning which
can be applied to God. Thus the divine Reality is present to
the mind, not in the immediacy of what it is but as understood.
But, God is not our ideas about Him; outside the mind these
divine attributes and notions exist, not as conceptualized but as
existentially realized in the infinite Act of the divine Reality.

The link between these two orders is not merely that of
efficient causality, as though the formal quality of the effect
was only “ virtualiter ” in God.** The correspondence must be
a formal one.®” The reality as it is in God and this same reality
as conceived by the mind look to one another as what is
signified to what signifies (in the imperfect, inadequate manner
already explained) . .. “sicut significatum in signo.” ®

Hence, between the concept and the divine Reality there is
a strict, though extremely limited, formal correspondence. But
despite the limitation of the formal likeness, the divine Reality
can be analogically affirmed as truly qualified by our concepts,
yet not fully expressed by them because of its infinite real-
ization of God.

And so the quality of our knowledge is not merely functional
or subjective but objective, real in that it deals with the divine
Reality as it is in itself, in the eternal, infinite plenitude of
what God 1s. St. Thomas sums this up neatly, using as his
example the attribute of goodness:

after the doctrine of the Sentences; on this point see F. Von Gunten, “La primauté
de la personne et de 'amour dans la théologie trinitaire de S. Thomas,” Angelicum
35 (1958), 81 f.

8¢ Summa Theol., I, q. 18, a. 2.
7 Responsio ad Joan. Vercell.; de Pot., q. 7. a. 6.
881 Sent., d. 2, q. 1. a. 8.
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Thus it follows that the intellect in conceiving goodness is like that
which is in God and is God: so that something that is in God and
is God corresponds to the notion or conception of goodness.®

* * * * *

It could be remarked that the subtlety of this type of
scholastic consideration runs the danger of making the God of
such a theology as abstract and impersonal as the concepts we
use about Him. In this context I would make four remarks:

1) This consideration is only a partial aspect of our theo-
logical knowledge of God, indeed its most abstract phase.
God in His concrete living relationship to us is altogether too
ineffable to allow our theology to confine itself to abstract
conceptual affirmations or to regard these affirmations purely
in their abstract formal signification without taking into ac-
count the mysteric moment that must be present in them, This
type of theological consideration does not necessarily consider
God as merely a “ Nuda Essentia.” *°

2) This objective “ eschatological ” view of our knowledge
of God does lay a healthy stress on the fact that salvation
history is the presence of Eternity in time, and that every
finite communication of God made in the temporal historical
order bears with it the infinite eternal Reality of what God is
in Himself and stems from it.** It enables us to set the “ for us ”
or “ economic ” aspect of the divine Mystery in eternity, in the
“In Himself” of God; and thus theology becomes truly a
theology of God, not an “ economia ” or a theology of history.

8) By stressing the fact that the formal meaning of the
concept applied to God achieves its formal meaning not in

8% De Pot., a. 7, a. 6.

20 Karl Barth, Kirchliche Dogmatik 11/1 (Zollikon-Ziirich, 1932), 18.

91 This is one element in the whole series of answers that must be sought for
anew by modern theology; for as Y. Congar, “Christ in the economy . . .,”
op. cit, 11, remarks: “ Sooner or later speculative theology . . . will have to
pose the problem which occupies us so much in a much more personal way: . . .
all that has been done for us, including the incarnation has been required, has it
not, in spite of the absolute liberty of God, by what God is in Himself? Is there
not, in the mystery of His ‘ en Soi,’ a presence, a call for the ‘ pour nous’ .. .?”
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itself but in the divine Reality, the doctrine of Thomas causes
the whole tendency of our theological knowledge to be directed
away from a purely conceptual approach that would regard
analysis and the drawing of dogmatic conclusions as the aim of
the theologian. Rather, it causes a concentration of theological
attention on the reality of the divine Mystery existing beyond
our conceptualizations, affirmed but not expressed, signified but
not represented in its ineffable fulness. Thus, theology has
an Inherent demand for a sense of the divine transcendence,
which, in its turn, will cause the unique character of our theo-
logical knowledge, as it is affected by the special transcendence
of the revealed God.

4) This point of the concept being verified within the divine
Reality ensures a contemplative dimension for theology that
should not be underplayed. This abstract conceptual knowl-
edge does formally affirm the Reality of God as it will appear
in final evidence. Thus, there is present in a mature theology
a concentration on God in Himself over and above the im-
mediate consideration of the “ economia.”

In bringing out a positive element in our conceptual theo-
logical knowledge by the assertion that there is a formal corre-
spondence between the divine Reality and the formal meaning
of our concepts, we have succeeded 1n stressing more the tran-
scendence of God. Theology is directed to go beyond its own
conceptualizations in the consciousness that they are all ac-
tually but ineffably realized in the divine Reality; and this
would demand that the abstractly formal affirmation of “ God-
in-Himself ” be appreciated as vitally linked with the mysteric
givenness of God-in-Himself in salvation history. Our knowl-
edge is presented with a positive fulness of Mystery; its reac-
tion to this expresses itself in a multiplicity of concepts in the
humble effort to understand what we already believe.

3. Conceptual multiplicity and the fulness of the Mystery

As a matter of fact, in the present procedures of theology we
are confronted with a multiplicity of divine names and con-
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cepts. It should be remarked at the outset that this plurality
does not result merely from the reasoning processes of the
scientific investigator into divine things but from the living
historical experience of God in Israel and the Church.”” Hence,
these names, along with their obvious propositional value, have
a rich dialogal role in the verbal response to, and the conceptual
realization of, the given divine Mystery; for these names do not
signify abstract quiddities, though this impression can easily be
had from the overly philosophical treatment these properly
theological names have largely received. Theology must ex-
plicate more the salvational historical origin of these names
and the significance of possessing the name of God, implying
as it does a Personal Self-commitment on God’s part regarding
man.®

Even though the treatment of the divine names has not been
as ““theological ” as desirable, nevertheless the speculative
effort involved in elaborating the proper concepts and finding
names for all the intelligible aspects of the Mystery of God
can be seen as the fecundity of the believing mind in the
presence of the Fulness of revelation where God has “named ”
Himself “ Emmanuel,” “ God-with-us,” yet remains in His
“inapproachable light” (I Tim. 6:16), the Ineffable One
immeasurably beyond all our concepts and images by which
our minds are nonetheless validly directed toward the divine
Reality in this life of faith.

First of all, and most necessarily, a plurality of distinct
names and concepts is required because of the Self-communi-
cation of the three divine Persons. Faith prolongs itself into
reflection on this central mystery of the Holy Trinity, and thus
ideas must be multiplied to express the meaning of the distinct
divine Personalities, the relationship of the divine Persons to
One another and to us. Thus there arises a theological vocabu-
lary signifying a corresponding set of concepts, the “ Theologia
Discreta.” **

*2 R. Latourelle, “ Révélation, Histoire et Incarnation,” Gregorianum 44 (1963),
237. E. Schillebeeckx, op. cit., 338.

3 Cf. E. Brunner, Dogmatik (Ziirich, 1960), 124.
24 7 Sent., d. 22, q. 1, a. 4; de Div Nom., c. 2, lect. 2.
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Then again, because theology has the duty to integrate the
rational demonstration of the one essential divine Being and
because of the lived confession of the One God in Israel and
the Church, there is demanded another series of ““ essential ”
names and concepts designating the various qualities of the
Deity which each of the Three possesses in common, hence
giving us the *“ Theologia Unita.” ®°

What God is in His essential perfection is refracted and
reflected throughout all the universe of nature and grace,
through the “ effectus naturae et gratiae.” If God should be
adequately seen, one name would suffice because of the sim-
plicity of the vision coupled with the simplicity of what God is
in Himself; but because we do not see God in this way, and only
through what He has done, and because these effects are many,
and because He cannot be adequately qualified by any one of
them, we must attribute to Him all the perfections we can find
in our limited range of knowledge ®*® along with the process of
conceptually identifying the divine Three.

A great multiplicity of names and concepts arises in the
theological response to the fact of God’s saving interventions
in man’s history. It is the recognition of the ineffable tran-
scendence of the revealed God that, at root, demands this
theological plurality; for the divine Persons would not be
sufficiently represented as divine, unless qualified by the
totality of the essential names. Each of the Three could not
be confessed as divine save as distinctly named and distinctly
understood, whereas any one name applied to God signifies a
limited conceptual meaning, being determined to one formality,
and cannot be applied to God, save in the consciousness that all
other separately understood perfections be affirmed of the
divine Reality as well. The multiplicity of our conceptual
affirmations is a confession of the transcendence of God in His
unique ineffable Reality. Thus this conceptual multiplicity is
at once a response to the Fulness of the divine Mystery re-
vealed to us and a recognition of it as a transcendently divine
intervention.

9 I Sent., d. 22, a. 4. 98 Ibid.
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III. Tae MyYSTERY OF THE REVEALED (GOD AND THE
MOMENTS OF OUR AFFIRMATION

We must now see, in the synthetic phase of our study, how
these various elements in our knowledge converge in the affirma-
tion of the one divine Mystery in its formal transcendence and
in its given personal concreteness with regard to us. We will
prescind here from the subjective element in this affirmation,””
and concentrate on its objective content.®®

1. The formal and mysteric affirmation of the divine Sim-
plicity.

The names we use in our speech about the divine Mystery
cannot be synonyms; if they were, the whole fabric of our
knowledge, and more specifically, our dogmatic formulations
would collapse in an agnostic muddle. At the most, they would
retain a merely symbolic value. St. Thomas realized quite
clearly that there was the apparent contradiction, if one asserts
i) that the names we use for God do enjoy a substantial
verification in the divine Reality, and ii) that the divine
Reality is one, a single, simple “ Perfection” in the concrete
sense. The solution to this antinomy must respect both issues:
saving the validity of our knowledge and the simplicity of
God.*

The answer to this precise question need not long delay us;
our names do not signify the divine Reality immediately but
through the mediation of concepts drawn from this world and
the experience of God’s saving presence in it. Our ideas have
different intelligible contents and are grasped as distinct mean-
ings: person, nature, goodness, mercy. Now, because these

°7 « Subjective ” in this context indicates an affective, connatural type of knowl-
edge proper to the experience of the knowing subject and as such not fully com-
municable or conceptualizable.

8 ¢ Objective ” here, in opposition to the above mentioned “ subjective ” type of
knowledge, indicates what is conceptualizable about the Reality we know, whether
it be referred to us merely as an “ Object,” a “ That,” or a “ subject,” a ““ Thou ™:
hence, a limitation of language, these words are used in two different senses.

% De Pot., q. 7, a. 6; cf. Summa Theol., I, q. 13, a. 4.
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names signify the divine Reality under aspects distinct in our
mind, the names we use of God are not synonyms, which
would express the same reality under the same formal aspect.*®

Logically, the question should be asked, how are these
formalities different in God? In the connatural world of our
knowledge, person and nature, power, love are formalities really
distinct. The experience of God in His dealings with man
forces us to apply these meanings to the divine Reality through
a series of distinct concepts. Since this distinction is so much
part of our understanding, and so much part of reality, how
can the divine Reality be said to possess these qualities and
really be what we affirm it to be, without there resulting a
distinction in that Reality?

Before outlining the answer to this question, I would like
to point out that this is not such an abstract and irrelevant
question to modern theology as our less metaphysical times
might think.** One’s attitude to this question indicates
whether or not one has realized the mystery of the fact of
revelation, as well as the inherent difficulty of our speech about
God, and the crisis our thought faces in pondering divine
things. In more recent times, A. Malet, working in the frame-
work of speculative Thomistic theology, has brought out the
necessity of clarifying the issues involved.**

To substantiate his thesis regarding the primacy of person
in the trinitarian theology of St. Thomas, Malet has inter-

100 Summa Theol., loc. cit., a. 1: “ variis et multiplicibus conceptibus intellectus
noster respondet unum omnino simplex secundum huiusmodi conceptiones imperfecte
intellectum. Et ideo nomina Deo attributa licet significant unam rem, tamen, quia
significant eam sub rationibus multis et diversis, non sunt synonoma.”

1 K. Rahner (“Der dreifaltige Gott als Transzendenter Urgrund der Heils-
geschichte,” Mysterium Salutis II) makes the point that there is a relative lack of
interest in this type of more subtle question, and one cannot but agree that today
there are more important points to be presented, though these subtle abstract points
will probably be in the long run of great help to the newer salvation-historical type
of theology when difficulties may appear under a different guise. In the present
context, this point about the distinction in God demands close attention in that our
theological knowledge must be seen to affirm the One divine Reality over its con-
ceptual multiplicity.

102 A, Malet, Personne et Amour, 99-103.



42 ANTHONY J. KELLY

preted the “ distinctio rationis > within the divine simplicity in
a way not justified in the texts of St. Thomas, as a number of
Thomists have pointed out in an irrefutable way.'® He is
accused of making the distinction too real. Certainly for him,
the distinction of nature and person in God is no merely sub-
jective one, on the level of our ideas, but something that has
an objective as well as an ideal sense: “On voit que la dis-
tinction ‘in ratione’ n’est pas une distinction subjective.
Elle n’existe pas seulement dans ’esprit humain qui parle de
Dieu.” ¢

He goes on to say that all the “rationes” that have been
used, viz., nature and person, habens and habitum, id quo and
id quod, are realized in God and “ saved ” in the divine Reality.
(Especially I Sent., d. 2, q. 1, aa. 2-5 is used for textual evi-
dence) .**®* And thus, “Toutes les analyses que nous avons
consacrées a montrer la primauté de la personne sur l'essence,
tout . . . n’est vrai, dans la Trinité, que sur le plan des ‘ratio’
. . . 'absence de la distinction in re en Dieu, n’est pas une
imperfection, mais une perfection. La distinction en Dieu n’est
pas ‘moindre,’ elle est ‘ autre.” ” ¢

For the author, any neglect of the realism of the distinction
“in ratione” (as he prefers to call it, as different from
“rationis ” in St. Thomas) " in failing to appreciate its ob-
jective sense can have serious consequences for all our thought
on the Trinity and the Incarnation. The underplaying of this
distinction would eventually force us to conceive, for instance,
the “potentia generandi” as belonging to each of the three
divine Persons, so that it would have to be said that each of
the Three generated, and similarly through the common posses-
sion of the ““ potentia spirandi ” that each of the Three breathed

193 B, Von Gunten, “ Personne et Amour dans la théologie trinitaire de S. Thomas
d’Aquin,” Angelicum 35 (1958), 80-85; J. H. Nicholas, “ Chronique de théologie
dogmatique,” Revue Thomiste §7 (1957), 367 ff., A. Malet, op. cit.

104 Ibid.

195 Ibid,

10 Ibid.

107 Ct, J. H. Nicolas, op. cit.
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the Holy Spirit. Likewise, the result in Christology would be
dire. If there is no objective distinction between nature and
person, how is the admission avoided that the divine nature
is incarnate or that the three divine Persons are all incarnate? *°
The patent falsehood of all this makes Malet suppose a “ dif-
férence véritable ” between person and nature in God.**® In the
measure that this objective distinction is not appreciated, the-
ology is bound to an essentialist view of things and at the worst
exposed to Sabellianism.**°

No one can deny that there is a difficulty here, and perhaps
one that cannot be answered in this type of theology, for we
are dealing with the Mystery of God. Notwithstanding, it
seems hardly to be a step in the right direction for the solution
of the problem to undermine the utter simplicity of the divine
Reality by introducing any distinction other than that existing
between the divine Persons themselves, and the distinction
that from our point of view is purely subjective.!** An appre-
ciation of the special character of our knowledge as affected by
the transcendence of God will enable us to keep intact both
aspects of the mystery this knowledge confronts. Now let us
return to a positive discussion of the supra-conceptual sim-
plicity of the divine Reality.

198 A, Malet, op. cit. “Si sur le plan trinitaire, en effet, supp6t et essence se
distinguaient seulement dans I'esprit humain, et non comme le dit Saint Thomas,
‘etiam extra’ (N.B. this is a misused text, as F. Von Gunten has pointed out,
op. cit., 82; this phrase refers to the real distinction between the Persons), c’est a
dire en Dieu lui-méme, tout ce que nous avons dit sur la primauté de la personne,
n’aurait aucun sens. D’abord, ’essence engendrait. Ensuite la puissance d’engendrer
devenant identique & l'essence, les trois Personnes engendreraient enfin la puissance
de spirer le devenant également, les trois personnes spireraient. . . . Sur le plan
Christologique, si la personne ne distinguait pas vraiment de l’essence, 'union de
Dieu et I'homme se serait fait in natura. Comme la nature divine est numerique-
ment la méme dans les suppdts divins ce serait trois suppdts qui se seraient
incarnés.”

199 Thid.

0 I'bid.

111 At this juncture it is worth noting how abstract the point of view of Malet
is. He is looking at the given Mystery of God in His Self-communication through
a pre-elaborated trinitarian theology, without realizing that it was only in the
experience of the Self-gift of God in these Three, in the divine “ Thou,” that we
have our knowledge of the Trinity.
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* * * * *

At the outset it must be remarked that, if St. Thomas is
going to be cited in favor of any opinion on this point, it is not
desirable to confine oneself to the first book of the Sentences.
Malet has tended to do this; consequently he has overlooked
the more authoritative places where Thomas has treated the
question.”* As has already been shown, the content of our
concepts is verified in God in a formal analogical manner.
God is good, etc. On our part, these “rationes ” or intelligible
aspects are distinct, for the meaning of “nature” is not that
of “person,” “wisdom ™ is not “goodness,” and so on; the
intelligible content of each of these notions is distinct. Origina-
tively, these distinet notions are predicated of God as distinct
meanings. Each of these independent notions has its own dis-
tinctive role to play. To that extent, at the origin of the formu-
lation of our knowledge of God these different conceptualiza-
tions of what God is, are, we might say, ranged side by side, one
added to the other, each contributing something that must be
predicated of the divine Reality. All imperfection must be
removed from the formal signification of each of these distinct
notions. But here we encounter a paradox: even though our
concepts do express a pure meaning, and need imply no limita-
tion in their essential content, yet applied to God, precisely as
God, each concept on its own, in its own distinct and distinctive
role, does imply a limitation from our point of view.

For us, goodness is not wisdom, the formality of essence is
not the formality of person. There is a necessary limitation
implied in the formality we intelligibly represent to ourselves,
because it expresses only one formality, one perfection. This
arises because all our knowledge of the divine is formally
expressed in categories which are “ not-God,” drawn from reali-
ties which can only partially represent His fulness of infinite

122 Tt is necessary to read especially Summa Theol, I, q. 13, a. 4; de Pot., q. 7,
a. 6; Resp. ad Joan. Vercell., qq. 1-3; though, as both Von Gunten and Nicolas
remark, the substantial doctrine can be found in the I Sentences, e.g., I Sent.,
d. 2, q. 1, a. 8; cf. also B. Lemaigre, “ Perfections de Dieu, et multiplicité des
attributs de Dieu,” Revue des Sciences Phil. et Théol. 50 (1966), 198-227.
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Act. God verifies in the depths of His being each of these attri-
butions and affirmations. But the consequence of this plurality
of affirmations about God is that each of them, though made
originally in articulated distinctness, must yield to the fact that
God ¢s God, an all simple and infinite Reality. In this one
infinite Reality goodness is wisdom, knowledge is love, nature
is person, not because our ideas imply this identification but
because these ideas are applied to God by that dynamic refer-
ence to the divine which is the very soul of our affirmations.
The divine order is one of utter simplicity and infinity, and the
finite distinct idea must yield to the infinite simple Reality.
The impact of the Mystery of God’s infinite simplicity on the
finite distinct concepts of the mind is not to leave them ranged
side by side, like numerals in an addition, the sum being God;
rather it is to see in a positive, though dark manner that God
is not the sum of them. Each formality must be affected by
the infinity of the Divine and look to a terminal transformation
where it loses its capacity to exist as a distinct thing in the
all exhaustive act of God’s Existence. We can now gain a
deeper insight into the negative process of our knowledge.
When our knowledge is confronted precisely by the infinite
simplicity of God and when we consider the one divine Reality
affirmed by this multiplicity of conceptual operations ‘ per
modum unius,” a more radical negative process is necessary
than when we considered each affirmation of God under some
determined formal aspect by itself. First, each intelligible con-
tent is applied to God by that fundamental positive-negative
process by which the mind comes to the authentic signification
of God without adequately representing Him. In the concept
of “ goodness,” for instance, the mind does not know the divine
goodness as it is in itself; however, with its conceptual formal
reference point it can make meaningful affirmations of the
divine Reality. The essential content of the concept is said to
be “in God,” though God is not said to be “in the concept ”
as though seized or adequately expressed by it. In this inade-
quacy, coupled with the basic validity of using this particular
concept as applied to God, the mind can know God in a truly
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authentic manner, by surpassing its clear knowledge in the
consciousness that God’s infinity is not expressed.

The process of negation is achieved when each single affirma-
tion is considered in its organic correlation with the totality
of our affirmations made about God. This whole body of
knowledge, existing perhaps in some systematic sequence in the
mind, must be affected by the realization that what is at stake
is the knowledge of God, of God who is the all-Simple and
Infinite One. This transcendent Oneness draws each of our
concepts into a further negation, that of its distinctness. In
our minds, one thing is not the other; in God, one thing is the
other. This is so, because our finite “rationes ” are found in
God, not as distinct formalities but in the infinite, one Reality,
which in its supereminence expresses all these formalities in
itself, and expresses them in their utmost perfection, and all
of them together in the one simple infinite Act.**®

Hence there is a zone of darkness above the multiplicity of
our affirmations which establishes the mind in an attitude of
unknowing before the one divine Reality. At this stage it would
be more telling to say that it is not so much that these
formalities are “in God,” even as contained in the divine
simplicity, but, to use a bolder expression, the Reality which

18 CE de Pot., q. 7, a. 6: “omnes istae multae rationes et diversae habent
aliquid correspondens in ipso Deo, cuius omnes ipsae conceptiones sunt similitudi-
nes.” And also de Div. Nom., c. 1, lect. 3: “ qui cum singula nomina determinate
aliquid significant distinctum ab aliis, venientia in divinam predicationem, non
significant illam finite, sed infinite; sicut nomen sapientiae prout in rebus creatis
accipitur, significat aliquid distinctum, a justitia, sed cum in divinis accipitur, non
significat aliquid determinatum ad genus, et ad speciem seu distinctionem ab aliis
perfectionibus, sed aliquid infinitum . . .”: in this way our conceptual knowledge
is of necessity polarized beyond its distinct formal expressions toward the divine
Reality, in its simple Reality, known only in the darkness of the tendency of our
affirmations. This is a point which ‘would establish a contact with K. Barth,
Kirchliche Dogmatik II i, 875. Hera he stresses that God is not contained in our
ideas drawn from this world, as just an univocal extension of our idea of perfections,
but has His own proper essence, uncontained and inexpressible by human thought
and language. What we have said about the properly divine order of Reality
negatively designated by our limited and multiple concepts seems quite close to
what Barth holds on this matter, or at least would provide a point of dialogue in
a comparative study of the two views.
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is God expresses in one single all perfect Ratio all the perfection
which is in each of the formalities affirmed of Him. It is a
higher Reality and consequently a higher simplicity than that
known in the connatural world of our knowledge. Before this
divine order of ineffable simplicity the mind remains in the
darkness of the consciousness that God is not known as He-
is-in-Himself.

* * * * *

Up to the present our attention has been turned to the
formal transcendence of the divine Reality over our speech and
concepts demanding a dark and negative character in our
knowledge. This has been on a formal abstractly metaphysical
level where the data of salvation history and natural revelation
have been conceptualized and treated in an extremely static
manner. The result arrived at was that the divine order, so
abstractly affirmed, cannot be known save by negation, so that
the mind, positively directed by the concept on the one hand,
and on the other yielding to the complete darkness of our
knowledge regarding the divine Reality as It-is-in-Itself, “in-
tends,” or noetically tends toward the divine Reality in its real
existence.

This abstract formal type of knowledge does not enable us
to synthesize our conceptual data; in fact the burden of all
that has been said is that God as the “ divine Synthesis ” of all
the attributes, etc., which He possesses, is beyond us in His
utter simplicity. The formal content of our knowledge does not
express God in the simple fashion in which He exists in Him-
self. Now, if this is so and we realize this fully, some conse-
quences must result.

Just as the formal affirmation of God was made through
conceptualizations of the experiences of salvation history, God
is good, loving, just, wise, etc., in order that God might be
objectivized in our knowledge as truly God, in His transcen-
dent Reality, this affirmation arising out of man’s concrete
experience with the God of Salvation. This formal type of
knowledge in its metaphysical objectivity needs to be brought
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into dialectic once more with the experience of salvation history
from which it arose,

This formal static type of knowledge ended in establishing
the mind in a darkness before the divine Reality; now, it is
this very darkness that demands a return to the existential
starting point of our knowledge and exacts from the theologian
the realization that he is not affirming merely a static object
but a divine Subject freely acting in relationship to sinful man.
This divine “ Thou * has revealed Himself, not as the ontologi-
cal possessor of divine attributes *** but in the concrete, as the
God of Love, of Trinitarian Agapé manifesting itself in mercy
and in a way far outweighing the divine justice. The formal
abstract knowledge cannot express this.

The idea of a free, loving, historical intervention of God
eludes that formal aspect of our knowledge with its abstract
metaphysical character; but the very force of the tension
present within it toward the divine Reality-in-Itself demands
as a complement the mysteric givenness of the divine Reality
in which God is encountered as revealing Himself. Thus the
darkness of our formal objective knowledge looks to the con-
crete self-disclosure of the divine Subject to achieve its com-
pleteness.**®

Thus the affirmation of the divine simplicity must be con-
sidered to be the product of a dialectic between its formal and
mysteric moment, each completing and living from the other.
Just as each single affirmation, e.g., of the attributes in par-
ticular, has these two moments, as has been pointed out, and
is centered above all in the givenness of the divine “ Thou ” of
the Logos of God, so also this eventual affirmation of the divine
simplicity, which is the completion, in a sense, of all the pre-
vious affirmations, pointing as it does to the fact that God as
He is in His infinite eternal Self-simplicity cannot be known in
this life.

11¢ That is, an Object indifferent to man by not entering, in the concrete, into
a free personal relationship to Him.

118 The “ That * content of our knowledge must revert to the *“ Thou ” content of
the experience of God from which it arose.
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The mysteric givenness of the divine presence in history
demands that we objectivize this presence and do our utmost to
conceptualize it for the purpose of affirming it as an objective
Reality, a truly divine infinite Reality. This moment in our
knowledge directs the mind to God in His metaphysical, meta-
historical Reality, to the God Who need not have spoken nor
acted to be what He concretely is in Himself.*** Now, the
darkness brought about by the formal moment of our affirma-
tion before what God-is-in-Himself demands the return to how
God concretely reveals Himself who has spoken and as such
is a given Reality in the experience of the believer and the
Christian theologian; thus the darkness of the formal objective
moment opens into the mysteric moment in which the given-
ness of the divine “ Thou ” concretely revealing Himself is per-
ceived. ™’

In this manner, our affirmation of the simple Reality of God
in its achieved totality affirms the real God, both as mysteri-
cally given in His dominant character of “ Agapé ” and yet as
regards our formal understanding “ dwelling in light inap-
proachable.” He has revealed Himself, yet He has not appeared
as He is.®

Thus, from the consciousness of God’s transcendence over
our knowledge and His beyondness in relationship to all hu-
man categories, our theological knowledge is so affected as to

118 This “formal ” moment in our knowledge brings to our reflexive grasp of
revelation and the history of salvation an articulated awareness of i) His transcend-
ence-in-Himself over His communications (Denz. 432), and ii) the fact of His
free action, in that it need not have been so for Him to be what He is in Himself.
This is where we must not lose the opportunity of pointing out a similarity between
what is said here and the doctrine of K. Barth, op. cit., 372 fi.; our stressing the
two moments in theological thought before the transcendent Mystery of God
enables us to appreciate God in His total ineffable Reality as the eternal, all simple
subsistent One, and as “ Der Liebende in der Freiheit.” Thus a too static, Platonic
view of the divine simplicityl is avoidable. Here again I feel a comparative study
would have much to offer.

17 Cf. K. Rahner, “ Bermerkungen zur Gotteslehre in der Katholischen Dog-
matik,” Catholica Jahrbuch fiir Kontroverstheologie 20 (1966), 1-19.

118 Cf. K. Rahner, “ Hl. Schrift und theologie,” Handbuch Theologischer Grund-
begriffe 11, 524.
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demand a dialectic between the two moments as we have
attempted to describe them.

2. The supracategorical nature of the divine Reality

In conceiving the Mystery of the revealed God, concepts
expressing two types of reality are used: the absolute and the
relative. The absolute considerations arise from the formal
objectivization of the One God as infinitely above and beyond
His finite considerations. The category of relation is invoked
because it is found necessary to objectivize in some intelligible
way the inter-subjective life of the three divine Persons be-
tween One Another and in relationship to man in the history
of salvation. These two categories enable us in some way to
express the Mystery of the revealed God in its totality, i.e.,
as the One God who is these three divine Persons.

The previous explanations made clear that we do have valid
knowledge of God. The concepts of person and nature, of
habens and habitum, of the attributes, of the absolute and
relative, are really verified in God. By using what-is-not God
these concepts do tell us something that is truly verified of the
God of creation and salvation, inadequate as it is.**®

However, let us remember that the principle of negation,
pointing as it does to the divine simplicity, still stands. In a
superior order that which is expressed distinctly by our con-
cepts of the absolute and relative is one Reality; neither set of
concepts by itself, the absolute or the relative, can validly
express the fulness of the divine Mystery as revealed to us.
The absolute category cannot lead us to the mystery of the
three divine Persons, while the relative cannot of itself establish
the three divine Persons in a transcendence which is properly
divine; they do not express the absolute transcendence of God.

As St. Thomas remarks, if in the divine perfection nothing
more were present than that which is signified by a relative
name, it would mean that the divine Reality was something

1% De Pot., q. 7, a. 6: ““ omnes rationes sunt in intellectu quidem nostro sicut in
subiecto, sed in Deo sunt sicut in radice verificante has conceptiones.”
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imperfect, that it was something existing solely in reference to
something else. Similarly, if it were nothing more than what is
signified in the name “ wisdom,” it would not be subsisting, etc.
But, because the divine perfection is greater than what can be
signified by any one name, it does not follow, if any of these
names have an imperfect signification when applied to God,
that the divine Reality is imperfect, because the divine Per-
fection has within itself the perfection of all types of reality.**

In another classic passage we see that it is precisely because
of the established mystery of the transcendent simplicity of
God that we can appreciate more fully the reality of the three
divine Persons in their mutual distinction.”® The divine Reality
contains all perfections both of the absolute and relative order;
each of these perfections is the divine essence, is God. The
Fatherhood really is God, so also the Sonship, in the supreme
simplicity of the divine Form. Because of this sheer identifica-
tion within the divine Reality, all that belongs to Fatherhood,
all that belongs to Sonship must be found really in God, as
all the notes of everything else we attribute to the divine
Reality can be found there in a supremely real way. Now,
because each of these relationships is found really in God,
each must be distinct from the other; for, in the meaning of
a relation being really in God there is here implied a term to
which the reference is had, since a real relationship cannot
exist save between two distinct realities and really distinct
realities; Fatherhood must then be “ Sonwardness.” This per-
sonal reference cannot be really saved except in the positing
of a really distinct correlative, the Son. Sonship cannot be
“ Fatherwardness ” in all its reality unless there is the reality
of the really distinct Father. Thus, in the dark affirmation of
the divine Simplicity the way is opened to a powerful real-
ization of the reality of three divine Persons in their inter-sub-
jective life.

The significance of this point is that our mind remains con-

120 Summa Theol., I, q. 28, a. 2, ad 3.
121 1y Cont. Gent., c. 14.
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fronted with the one mystery.'*> Noetically there is no retreat
from this single point of reference, i.e., the one Reality in
which everything affirmed of God is verified. When Thomas
stated that the divine Reality was not in any genus of created
reality, even reductively,'” he opened the way for predicating
substance and relation of God without giving the impression
that the mystery of the Trinity was something added to the
divine essence. From the first, the theologian in his affirmation
of the transcendent simplicity of the revealed God is noetically
disposed to appreciate the mystery of the Trinity, the mystery
of the Three Who are God, and in so being are distinct from
One Another.

* * * * *

Cajetan expresses profoundly the transcendence of the divine
Reality attainable only in the darkness of negation. This
splendid passage, so often quoted by Thomistic writers, repre-
sents one of the profoundest insights in the whole scholastic
tradition.’® The divine Reality is described as transcending all
the categories we use to express it in a supremely mysterious
order which is proper to God alone:

. . . know that in God, in reality or in the real order, there is
one Reality which is not purely absolute nor purely relative, nor is
it mixed or composed of or resulting from both; but in a most
eminent manner it formally contains that which is relative (indeed,
many relative entities) and that which is absolute. Thus, in the
formal order or in the order of formal realities (rationum), that is
to say, in itself, not in regard to us, there is in God a unique formal

122 Similarly we can say that the structure of our affirmation is such that we are
in a position to realize, in a telling way, the analogical character of the three
divine Persons in God and not to consider them as “ persons ” in the modern sense
of the word, as distinct conscious subjects. On this point, cf. K. Rahner, “ Der
Driefaltige Gott als Transzendenter Urgrund der Heilsgeschichte,” Muysterium
Salutis II, .

128 J Sent., d. 8, q. 4, a. 2; 4. 19, q. 4, a. 2; de Ente et Essentia, c. 6; I Cont. Gent.,
ce. 24, 25; de Pot., q. 7, a. 3; Summa Theol, I, q. 8, a. 55 Compendium. Theogiae,
cc. 14, 15, 16.

124 R. Garrigou-Lagrange, le Sens du mystére (Paris, 1934), 220; H. Dondaine,
La Trinité (Editions des Jeunes, Paris, 1945), 337; J. H. Nicolas, “ Chronique . . .,”
Revue Thomiste 57 (1957), 369.
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Reality which is neither purely absolute nor purely relative, not
purely communicable nor purely incommunicable, but most emi-
nently it formally contains whatever absolute perfection there is
and whatever the relations of the Trinity demand. It must be so,
because there belongs to every most simple reality, which of itself
is maximally one, one adequate formal meaning; otherwise this
reality would not be primarily and of itself intelligible as one thing
by any intellect. And this is confirmed, because the Word of God
is only one, for a word if it is perfect is adequate to that which
it expresses.

We are wrong in approaching God through the categories of
absolute and relative, imagining that the distinction between the
absolute and the relative is prior to the divine Reality itself.
Consequently, we think that the one has to be subordinated to the
other. However, the complete opposite is the case; because the
divine Reality comes before being and all its differences, it is super-
Being and super-One, etc. . . .(Comment. in I, q. 89, a. 1).

There is a point here to be made of some importance to
the essentialist-personalist problem in trinitarian theology pre-
viously referred to. Cajetan indicates in his explication of the
doctrine of St. Thomas that the divine Reality is above all
being and its differences; it is above the distinction of absolute
and relative, of communicable and incommunicable, above our
ideas of what is essential in God, and what is personal in God
(this later in the sense that we consider the absolute to be
the essence and the relative to be constitutive of the divine
personalities) . Here, however, we must be careful; though the
divine Reality transcends the distinction we make between the
absolute and relative and, therefore, the distinction of essential
and personal insofar as it is implied in this first division, it
must not be thought that the divine Reality is neither purely
personal nor purely essential, in the sense that it is neither
purely absolute nor purely relative. It is the divine Person
precisely as Person that transcends all these distinct categories.
The personal in God does not yield to a higher order that is
not completely personal. God in the communion of His inner
life remains the supremely personal Reality.'*s

125 And above all, in the modern sense of the word, as a “ Thou ” in free relation-
ship to us. Here again we must not lose the opportunity to point out: though we
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As St. Thomas explains, the notion of the divine Person
implies both the absolute and the relative considerations.*** To
this extent the divine Person is implied in the affirmation of
the transcendent simplicity of God; for everything in God is
the unique subsistence of God, the unique divine Subject, a
divinely personal reality. It can be said that the mystery of
the divine simplicity does not place the divine Personality on
the same footing as the other divine perfections; because it is
the term of attribution to which all that is said of God is
referred, and the ultimate term of attribution, it must be
preeminent amongst all the eminent perfections of God.*”
There is nothing more ultimate in the divine Reality than to be
personal.

The darkness of negation so necessary for our authentic
knowledge of God highlights what is personal in God. What
we attribute to Him is denied of Him in its finiteness and
multiplicity, with the result that our minds are left in a “ docta
ignorantia ” before the transcendent Reality of God. But
this darkness is not a static state but a state of tendency, a
“ directed darkness,” through which the obscure expression of
our conceptual knowledge is indicating an inexpressible divine
ultimate Subject which is the focal point of all this attribution
and in which all the formalities are one. Thus this darkness
positively directs our minds to the subsisting perfection of not
only something but Someone. Thus the experience of the divine
“ Thou ” in salvation history is translated into our most formal
and abstract affirmation."*®

assert that God is a supremely personal Reality in the sense of subsistens dis-
tinctum in natura rationali” and in the sense of being a “ Thou” toward other
personal beings and the three divine Persons a “ Thou ” to One another, we must
be careful to note that there are not three “ consciousnesses ” in God, three distinct,
subjective freedoms; that would be a tritheistic conception of the Trinity. Cf. B.
Lonergan, De Deo Trino I1 (Rome, 1964), 186-193.

128 Summa Theol., I, q. 29, a. 4: “ significat relationem in recto et essentiam in
obliquo. . . .”

127 Ibid., a. 3: “ persona est quod est perfectissima in tota natura . . .”; ad 2:
“hoc nomen persons maxime Deo convenit. . . .”

128 We might say that theological thought on God sees God in a completely
personal dimension, as a Persona-in-se, i.e., the infinite subsisting subject of all
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In the light of what has just been said, the essence-person
controversy seems rather unnecessary and irrelevant, because of
the uniquely personal Reality above all our categories. It can-
not be doubted i) that the sole subject of any divine action is
personal; ii) that there are only three divine Persons and that
God 1s these three divine Persons; and 1ii) that all our cate-
gories and concepts in their distinctness are not finalized in
themselves but look to a higher order of simplicity in which the
distinction of notions yields to an ineffable Unity. These
notions direct our knowledge to the divine order, enabling us
to meaningfully affirm it; they do not in their distinctness and
limitation express this divine order as it is. This problematic
arises, partially at least, from the failure to realise this, that
God transcends our categories and concepts in an infinite sim-
plicity, to which our minds are directed only in the darkness of
negation, by affirming in this dark manner this divine Reality
as surpassing our conceptualizations, not as contained within
them.**

8. The formal and mysteric affirmation of the Trinity

At this juncture, I would like to point out a contrast.
Despite the true depth of Cajetan’s insight into the divine
transcendence, there remains a strange rift, at least at first
sight, between the “ Res Divina,” this Deitas or “ Ratio Dei,”
and these three divine Persons, the Father, Son and Holy
Spirit.

The “Res divina” expressed as a single “ratio” is an

our personal affirmations and as “ haec Persona-quoad-nos” as the freely acting
divine Thou with regard to us.

2% In this way we can see one danger in a static representationist type of the-
ology. Once it is admitted that our concepts somehow represent the divine
Reality in themselves, and we forget, on the one hand, that these concepts are
expressive of realities which are verified in the Infinite Subsistence of the divine
subject in an altogether simple fashion; and on the other, that our theological
thought is within the context of a given Mystery, of the divine “ Thou ” communi-
cating Himself to man in salvation history and perceived as “ our Mystery ” in faith,
it is little wonder that various pseudo-problems will arise in that our knowledge
is not duly polarized by the divine Reality.
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anonymous entity in a certain sense. It is obviously a truly
powerful affirmation of what God must be, surpassing all our
concepts and categories, all being and its differences. None-
theless, in its very achievement it endangers or distracts from
the full realization that God has actually and historically inter-
vened in our history, revealing Himself and disclosing Himself
to us as the divine “ Thou” of the Father, speaking to us in
the Logos, His only begotten Son, and communing with us in
the Holy Spirit. Theology must not be distracted out of this
positive historical consciousness of God by confining itself to
an abstract, static mode of thought.

It need not be stressed that the common manualistic stream
of theology has tended to regard God as adequately affirmed
in a series of abstract notions which were, no doubt, adequate
for the formal expression of our knowledge of God but failed
to realize the given truth that the three divine Persons have
communicated themselves. This lack of due emphasis is especi-
ally apparent in the doctrine of grace; this was considered
more as the possession of something than a relationship with
Someone, to the Father, in Christ, with the Holy Spirit.**°
Thus there came about a radical depersonalization in theology,
to some extent due to one of its most profound insights. The
directly personal element was at times designated as a mere
manner of speech, as appropriation was at times regarded.™

It is difficult to conceal a sympathy for Malet in his attempt
to bring out and to save the personal element in Thomistic
trinitarian theology, above all in spite of the inaccuracy of his
solution when certain cases of the divine activity “ad intra ”
and “ad extra ™ are considered. J. H. Nicolas assures us that
Malet’s fears of Sabellianism and essentialism in theology will
be allayed if the above cited comment of Cajetan is taken into
consideration.®> Cajetan himself has in mind an objection of

130 Cf, R. Garrigou-Lagrange, Le Sens du Mystére . . ., 224-43: “La Déité et
I’essence de la grace” . . . such a treatment, while it stresses the intrinsic super-
naturality of grace, completely lacks the trinitarian perspective. Cf. E. Schil-
lebeeckx, Rév. et Théol., 368.

131 . Barré, Trinité que fadore (Paris, 1965), 81-89,

32 ¢ Chronique,” Revue Thomiste 57 (1957), 369.
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Scotus who, like Malet, tried to objectivize the distinction of
these formalities in the divine Reality, in order to preserve the
given Mystery of the Trinity (the Father communicates in the
act of generation His divine nature only, and not His distinc-
tive personality) .*** Not only does the Father not communi-
cate His divine personality, but also the “ potentia generandi ”
is not communicated, even though the divine nature is. H.
Dondaine, confronted with this objection posed by S. Boul-
gakof (one of the theologians to whom Malet’s work was
directed) , candidly admits that the Thomist explanation can
give no further understanding of the mystery at this point.***

At this juncture, we can begin to reflect on our process of
knowing and affirming the revealed Reality of the Trinity. The
very transcendence of the Mystery demands two facets
in our thought, or two “moments,” as we have previously
called them, in our theological affirmations: one can be desig-
nated “formal” in that it regards the objective ontology of
the divine Reality; by this, the mind is darkly orientated
toward the “ Ratio Deitatis ”’; the other moment called “ mys-
teric ” looks to these three divine Persons in their concretely
personal reference to man in salvation history as the New
Testament describes them. These two moments in our affir-
mation are demanded by the supra-categorical, supra-concep-
tual nature of the divine Reality. They are demanded in
order that our affirmations might respect the full Reality of
the Trinity as A Mystery, and our Mystery, in its formal
transcendence and its mysteric givenness.

The formal moment serves to explicate the quidditative onto-
logical aspect of the divine Reality as one intelligible Reality
in itself, surpassing as it does all our concepts and categories
as a unique formal Perfection, as “ A Mystery.” Thus, in the

182 Cajetan, in I, q. 89, a. 1, n. 8: “ex hoc enim quod est unius rationis in se non
sequitur, ‘ergo tantum communicabilis vel incommunicabilis* sed stat quod sit et
communicabilis et incommunicabilis et hoc propter infinitatem illius rationis
formalis.”

12« H, Dondaine, “ Bulletin de théologie,” Revue des Sciences Philos. et Théol.
21 (1947), 441.
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way of negation above all, the ineffable personal Reality of
the revealed God is affirmed. However, in this precise achieve-
ment, there is a noetic veering away, to a necessary extent, from
the given truth of the Mystery as it comes to us, namely, in
these three divine Persons who are before us, not as abstract
notions but, in themselves, directly and immediately and actu-
ally identified as the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in the per-
sonal communion they have instigated with man. The formal
moment directly regards the transcendent objective Reality of
the revealed God without directly regarding these Three as the
Scriptures present them; and so the presence of another
moment in our theological affirmations is necessary for their
tull theological truth.

It is imperative, then in order that our theological progress
might be more fully assured and past dangers of abstractionism
in theology avoided, that we realize that present in a truly
theological affirmation of the divine Reality is a dialectic be-
tween two moments.

The formal moment is the necessary counterpoint to the
mysteric moment; we cannot have the one without the other,
for if theology contents itself with affirming merely the
“Three” in salvation history, known in the immediacy of
faith, God would not be apprehended in a theological manner
as sufficiently removed from our categories and surpassing our
concepts. The divine Mystery as an ontological Reality would
not be adequately objectivized. Conversely, if we regard merely
the formal content of our affirmations, the risk is present of
engulfing the concretely personal character of the given divine
Mystery in an abstract and anonymous ““Deitas ”; and this
would draw our attention far away from the fact that the
Trinity was a Mystery of salvation, in fact, THE Mystery of
salvation.”®® Theology could easily substitute for the immedi-
ate personal revelation of the three divine Persons an abstractly
elaborated “ Immanent Trinity ” which in the long run can

185 K. Rahner, “ Ueber den Begriff des Geheimnisses in der Katholischen The-
ologie, Schriften IV, 82-89.



TO KNOW THE MYSTERY 59

take much of the personal realism out of the history of sal-
vation and Revelation.”** Both moments must be present in
reciprocal completion, in a role of mutual direction toward the
fulness of divine Reality which neither, of itself, can adequately
affirm.

* * * * *

If we might briefly return to the aforementioned problematic
of Malet, it will be remembered that he demanded a rather too
objective “ distinctio rationis ” in God, in order that revelation
might be respected in its concrete givenness, where only The
Father is Father, and only the Son is incarnate, . . . etc. Malet
is right in perceiving that theology must at all costs respect
the concrete given fact of the mysteries it seeks to penetrate;
however, his solution to the problem as he saw it was unsatis-
factory, since he interpreted the divine Reality too much in
terms of our distinct limited concepts.

Now, in the light of the reflections that have been made
about the two moments in our affirmation of the divine Reality,
this problem, the solution of which can never logically be seen,
for it would imply an immediate apprehension of the divine
Reality in itself, may be grasped to some extent and a properly
theological solution found. This is suggested because we postu-
late these two moments, one of which directs the attention to

136 3. Martelet, “ Theologie und Heilsoconomie in der Christologie der ¢ Tertia,””
Gott in Welt TI, 3-43: here we see how a prior elaborated “ theology ” of God as
the one divine Essence and Trinity of Persons (understood through the psychologi-
cal image) blunted the realization that the Incarnation of the Logos was the real
locus of our knowledge of the Trinity, not merely because He instructs us with
words about God in Himself, but because He, together with the Holy Spirit, was
God’s Self-communication to the world in the sense that the immanent Trinity was
manifested in the * economia ” of salvation. Thus, the humanity of Christ would
be really expressive of the Person of the Word, as Son of God, and altogether in-
conceivable as the incarnation of some other divine Person. This failure to recognize
the Incarnation as the precise expression of the Person of the Son caused the
tendency to see Christ as “ God made man ” with Christ’s character as the Son of
God underplayed in grace (15) in the humanity of Christ as an “ Instrumentum
coniunctum ” (14), in the priesthood of Christ (17-18), in the prayer of Christ
(19f), in the relationship of the whole Trinity to the Incarnation (21-7), etc. (all
this is not to undermine the magnificent achievement of St. Thomas but merely to
point out how all values cannot be saved in the particular schema he adopted.)

"



60 ANTHONY J. KELLY

the given personal Reality of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit
in salvation history, the other to the objective transcendent
Reality therein implied, and the total effect of this living
dialectic is that our theology in its abstract phase takes place
within the given Mystery, as it were, and is a response to it.
Abstract formal thought does not result in being distracted
from the divine Personal Mystery at hand; or rather, there
results “formal  abstraction, but it is always polarized by a
deeper grasp of the given Reality of the Mystery.**’

This dialectic does not offer the solution to “problems” in
this field, but it does establish us in a correct theological atti-
tude with regard to the divine Mystery; God ever remains the
revealer, revealing more than theological thought can formu-
late. Further, this theological thought is the response to a given
Reality, but a response which can never be as great as the
Reality it seeks to affirm.

In this light it would seem possible to see a greater exist-
ential bearing in our thought about the Trinity; for instance,

137 Thus the “Psychological Image ” can be appreciated as a theological hypo-
thesis by which the given Personal Mystery is affirmed in a meaningful way acces-
sible to our formal categories: “ Trinitate posita, congruunt huiusmodi rationes.”
(Summa Theol., 1, q. 32, a. 1, ad 2). This metaphysical reflection takes place,
as it were, “ within ” the given Mystery, “ Trinitate posita,” which remains ineffable
in itself and is not placed * within  the psychological image in the sense that the
Mystery is expounded in terms of our human psychism. Rather, this hypothesis
purifies the directly scriptural data of any anthropomorphic interpretation and leads
us into a validly spiritual way of speaking of procession and of the distinct person-
ality of the Three we encounter in the concrete ““economia” in a way which
harmonizes with (without fully exhausting) the biblical notions of proceeding Word
and Love. In purifying our notions, this image is leading us to a more real under-
standing and appreciation of the divine “Thou” before our faith in the given
Mystery. It is not a theological fabrication of the Mystery in our terms but a true
exercise of the via negativa in which our notions are purified before being affirmed
of God, and which enables us to theologically affirin “ these Three,” related to us in
the intersubjective relationship of faith, in a way meaningfully adapted to the
Mystery but not exhaustive of it .. .” ad recte sentiendum de salute generis humani
quae perficitur per Filium incarnatum, et per donum Spiritus sancti” (ibid., ad 3).
For the purifying role of the psychological image, cf. de Pot., q. 9, a. 5 . . .,
“ modeste tamen et reverenter absque comprehendendi praesumptione . . . nec talis
inquisitio est inutilis cum per eam elevetur animus ad aliquid veritatis capiendum
quod sufficiat ad excludendos errores. . . .” See also IV Cont. Gent., c. 1 (at end).
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the notion of Person applied to God as equally designating the
Three meets with an admission of darkness before the ineffable
divine order of Reality; but when the mind returns from this
noetic darkness to the Scriptures where these T'hree are de-
scribed, our affirmation concludes to the differing verification
of our human notion of Person in the One God in a way not
only analogical to our human notion but analogical in refer-
ence to the Three in themselves. There is that “ plus” when
the mind passes through the darkness of its formal categories
and returns with its formal limited accomplishment to revela-
tion as concretely expressed in the Scriptures. Likewise, to use
another example, the notion of relation, used necessarily in our
formal ontological affirmation of the divine Mystery, is darkly
affirmed of God and then seen as concretely instanced in the
“ad Patrem ” life of the Son as presented to us in the Gospels
(and similarly with regard to the “ ad Filium ” of the Father,
etc.). Thus, the peculiarity of our theological noetic is to
lead us back to revelation, from the consciousness of God’s
ineffability-in-Himself to the given revealed Mystery of God-
in-Himself.
* * * * *

It will now be useful to compare these two moments in our
affirmation with other distinctions that occur in our knowledge

of God.

1) It is not the same as “ clear ” and “ mysterious,” for both
moments share in the same clarity and experience the same
obscurity before the transcendence of the revealed God. How-
ever, the dialectic of these two moments in our theological
thought can be considered in this division. For example, the
formal abstract moment of our thought results in the conscious-
ness of its own inadequacy and thus intrinsically demands the
mysteric moment, in which God is the given Reality, in those
three divine Persons in communion with man in which God
manifests Himself in a positive attitude of love toward sinful
man, and in which God is a divine Subject rather than an
Object with regard to our knowledge. Likewise the clarity of
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the formal moment, in the clarity of its positive direction, de-
mands the darkness inherent in the mysteric moment, a dark-
ness which results from directing our attention toward “The
Three ” Who are the One God.

Similarly, the clarity of the mysteric moment looks to the
obscurity inherent in the achievement of the formal moment,
in that the divine “ Thou ” which the mysteric moment directly
looks to must be affirmed as a truly transcendent Reality, tran-
scending our concepts, categories, and its own finite communi-
cations. Likewise, the mysteric moment of our thought de-
mands the clarity of the formal moment so that our affir-
mations will be made of God as of an “ eschatological ”” Reality,
of Him as He will appear in His eternity and infinity as not
measured by the present “ economia.”

il) More obviously, this distinction of moments is not equi-
valent to essentialist and personalist types of knowledge, for in
the problematic in which we have worked this distinction looks
to the theological knowledge of the Trinity “ad intra.” In
fact, both of these moments look to the affirmation of the
divine Reality as an ““essentia” and as a * Persona,” without
implying any contradiction.

The formal moment indicates an “ essentia ” by directing our
theological attention towards an abstract “ Ratio Deitatis ”’;
the mysteric moment directly indicates what God concretely
Is in salvation history and in this way points to a mysterious
“essentia Del ”; *** for the “In Se” of the divine Reality is
shown in the “ pro nobis,” for God in acting toward us is dis-
closing Himself. Both moments of our theological thought are
*“ personalist ” too, each bringing out “ personal ” values in
making its contribution to the total truth of our theological
affirmations; the mysteric moment looks directly to the divine
“Thou ” in salvation history, whereas the formal moment, in
directing the mind to the divine simplicity, highlights the
supremely personal character of the divine Reality in a more
objective and metaphysical sense.

*** In the sense of showing us wrAT God is: Three, Father, Son, Holy Spirit.
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1) These two moments are not distinct, insofar as one looks
to the Unity of God and the other to the Trinity of persons;
rather, these two sides to the central mystery of our faith are
implied in each of the moments of our theological thought.
The formal moment, whilst directing our attention to a tran-
scendent simplicity, does nonetheless imply that this is the
simplicity of a Reality which is the Trinity, for it makes explicit
that the absolute and relative formalities are formally and
eminently present in the one single perfection where the relative
remains relative and thus demands its correlative real opposite.

The mysteric moment, as well as directing our attention to
*“These Three ” in salvation history, in its own way indicates
the Unity of God, because each of the Three implies, by very
force of His role in the act of redemption, a communion with
the other Two; so that one divine Mystery is communicated
to us.

iv) This distinction is not the equivalent of the truth of
faith and the truth of theology, as though the mysteric moment
was some pre-reflective stage in our knowledge and the formal
moment represented theological reflection “as far as theology
could go.” Rather, this mysteric moment must find its place
at the very heart of our theological reflection, so that the
formal abstraction which will be necessary will not result in
unnecessary distraction from the given fact that the history of
salvation and the revelation therein implied gives us God and
the three divine Persons in themselves. In this way we will not
need to interpret the Incarnation according to a previously
elaborated trinitarian theology which fails in some measure to
appreciate the actual personal “ Self ” of the divine Person in
His role “ pro nobis.” The Incarnation is properly the function
of the divine ““ Logos,” the revealer, and it is inconceivable that
the other divine Persons could become man, for, being revealed
in themselves in this “ economia ” by very force of their person-
alities, they have another function. They are given in salvation
history as they are and could not be conceived of in another
way. If this mysteric moment enters right into our theological
reflection, a number of quasi-difficulties will be excluded from
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theology, e. g., the primacy of the person in trinitarian theology,
and there will be a more fruitful realization that God has actu-
ally revealed HIMSELF.

On the other hand, the formal abstract moment of our
thought must itself look to revelation, not merely as that from
which it begins but as that which it seeks to penetrate; it must
result as a response to the given Mystery, a response prolonged
into an effort to appreciate it in its objective ontology.

v) Further, this mysteric formal distinction is not tanta-
mount to concrete and abstract. This will be seen on reflecting
that the formal moment is aimed at the concrete affirmation
of not “ God-in-abstracto ” but this God, who is Father, Son
and Spirit, considered in His objective ontology. The mysteric
moment achieves a different form of concretization for our the-
ology in that it directs our attention to the divine “ Thou * of
salvation history, to a divine Subject with regard to us, in
His free spontaneous action and in Himself.

vi) To take the matter further again, the “ mysteric-formal
division is not the same as economic-immanent with regard to
the Trinity; both moments aim at expressing the One God,
whose immanent Self is manifested in the “economia.” The
formal moment, in expressing the objective ontological aspect
of the divine Reality, directs our attention to this Reality as
the radical principle of salvation history. Similarly, the mys-
teric moment, though it implies immediately the “ economia,”
is really directed at the Reality of God-in-Se in the conviction
that the God of the “ economia ” is the immanent Deity.

The dialectic between these two moments makes us conceive
the Trinity, not merely as an “economic” mystery, nor for
that matter as an intellectual puzzle abstractly divorced from
salvific Reality. The formal moment enables us to break out
of a “ God-for-us ” type of theology with its recurrent danger
of Sabellianism, at least in expression.’* The mysteric moment
enables us to see the Trinity as the Mystery of salvation, as
truly our MYSTERY; and the result of bringing out these two

139 B Lonergan, de Deo Trino II (Rome, 1964), 193 ff.
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moments in our knowledge of the Trinity as affected by God’s
transcendence is to see our theological noetic as leading us to
a unique type of affirmation because of the special uniqueness
of the divine Subject that is referred to our knowledge.

Thus our total affirmation of the Mystery of God contains
these two moments; they are present as demanded by the
consciousness of God’s transcendence over all our categories.
An inter-subjective relationship can establish us in the presence
of the “ Great Other ” through revelation and hence calls forth
an objective ontological statement of the transcendence of God
over all finite realities and conceptualizations. The formal
moment in which this objective statement is achieved looks, in
the precise darkness and abstractness of its achievement, to the
mysteric givenness of the divine “ Thou ” in salvation history.
The darkness of one moment achieves itself in the clarity of the
other; and the abstractness of the one is perfected in the con-
creteness of the other.

The supraconceptual and supracategorical nature of the
divine Reality demands this double moment in our knowledge;
thus the transcendence of the revealed God affects our the-
ological thought with this modality and establishes it in a
unique noetic. It is a personal knowledge, yet conditioned by
the darkness of our affirmation of the divine Reality as It-is-in-
Ttself. It is a dark and negative knowledge, yet entirely
directed to the divine “ Thou ” who is related to man’s experi-
ence in salvation history and mediated to man now through
faith and the Scriptures as a given reality.

The unique character of our theological knowledge should be
realized before we address ourselves, in systematic theology, to
the divine Mystery. Our whole approach should be conditioned
by the recognition of the special transcendence of the divine
Reality and the umique character of the theological noetic.
Already we can see that the recognition of these two moments
in our theological thought will lessen the rift between the older,
more formal speculative type of theology and that of the more
modern salvation-historical approach.

I have approached this whole question from a Thomistic
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standpoint, though with the necessary freedom of the specu-
lative method. I have so far shown how the Thomistic type of
negative knowledge is best regarded, not in a static abstract
manner but as directed to and conditioning our affirmation of
the given divine Reality: God in His “in Se” communicated
to us in the “ pro nobis ” of salvation history. We must now
set our theological knowledge, in its full noetic range, above
all with regard to its non-conceptual depth.

(to be concluded)

AntHONY J. KELLY, C.SS. R.
St. Mary’s Monastery
Wendouree, Victoria
Australia
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THOMISM AND MODERN SCIENCE: RELATION-
SHIPS PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE

[

HE IMPORTANCE of science and technology in the
I modern world is generally recognized by the Christian
community. The Second Vatican Council, in fact,
singled them out as dominant factors in our civilization, factors
that are most responsible for the changing thought patterns of
the twentieth century. The Council Fathers pointed to “ the
mathematical and natural sciences ” as having a profound im-
pact “in the cultural sphere and on modes of thought.”* The
life sciences and the social sciences, they acknowledged, are
contributing also to the intellectual revolution that character-
izes our age. Just as the Council of Trent over four centuries
ago warned Catholics of theological innovations that could
undermine their faith, so, in a more positive spirit, the Second
Vatican Council directs attention to secular transformations to
which the Church must adjust if she is to carry out her mission
in the modern world.

As a consequence of the Council’s teaching, those charged
with fostering the intellectual life within the Church are
encouraged to take a positive attitude toward scientific dis-
ciplines. And, since so much of the Church’s intellectual life is
associated with scholasticism, and with Thomism in particular,
the opportunity is thereby provided to examine anew the
relationships between Thomism and modern science. The aim
of such an examination, of course, is to chart a program for
the future. Such a charting presupposes a knowledge of the
present situation, but even more it presupposes a correct un-
derstanding of what has happened in the past. Thomism has
existed for close to seven hundred years, and modern science
has a history of about half that span. If it is difficult to back

1 The Pastoral Constitution, Gaudium et Spes, on the Church in the Modern
World, Preface, No. 5.
67
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off and study the present situation, it is relatively simple to
view the past, to see there what has been good and what bad
in the relationships between Thomism and science, and from
this to make plans for the future.

TuE MEDIEVAL PasT

The early history of this relationship, that before the rise of
modern science in the early seventeenth century, does not
require lengthy exposition. Because of the Aristotelian thought
context in which medieval science was located, both St. Thomas
and his teacher, St. Albert the Great, took an active interest
in, and wrote competently on, topics that were to interest the
precursors of modern science. For example, they discussed
motion and the conceptual foundations of what was later to
become the science of mechanics; * they evaluated the astrono-
mical theories of their time; ® they had distinctive views on the
structure of matter that went far beyond those of their contem-
poraries.* Thomistic science, as practiced by St. Thomas and

2 8t. Albert, for example, is usually cited for his use of thel terms fluzus formae
and forma fluens to characterize the diverse ways of viewing the entitative status
of motion in general, and of local motion in particular. This distinction, taken up
in the fourteenth century by nominalists and realists, became a fruitful source of
discussion from which the new science of mechanics, in both its kinematical and
dynamical aspects, was to emerge. See Anneliese Maier, Die Vorliufer Galileis im
14. Jahrhundert (Roma: 1949), pp. 11-16. Similarly, St. Thomas is singled out
for attention, because of his teaching, contrary to Aristotle and Averroes, that
motion through a void would not be instantaneous, thus indirectly influencing the
development of a concept of inertial resistance to motion among later thinkers
such as Nicole Oresme. See A. Maier, Zwischen Philosophie und Mechanik (Roma:
1958), pp. 226, 246, 257, 266-279.

2 For St. Thomas’s critical evaluation of medieval astronomical theories, see
Thomas Litt, 0.C.5.0., Les Corps Célestes dans Uunivers de saint Thomas d’Aquin.
Philosophes Médiévaux, Tome VII (Louvain/Paris: 1963); also W. A. Wallace,
0.P., Cosmogony. Vol. X of St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (New York/
London: 1967), English translation, with notes and appendices on Thomas’s
science.

¢ St. Albert, with unusual foresight, endorsed the atoms of Democritus as provid-
ing an insight into the structure of material substance, provided they be interpreted
as physical parts of bodies in the sense of minima naturalia. St. Thomas, in his
turn, made a considerable advance beyond the teaching of Avicenna and Averroes
with hig theory of the virtual presence of elements in compounds. For details, see
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his early followers, was not divoreed from philosophy and the-
ology. It entered into the very fabric of the Thomistic
synthesis and was responsible, in large part, for the value of
that synthesis as an integration of all of knowledge, both
human and divine.

Until very recently, little has been known about the role
of Thomists and other scholastic thinkers in laying the founda-
tions for modern science during the fourteenth, fifteenth, and
sixteenth centuries. One of the pioneer historians of this period,
Pierre Duhem, however, attempted some fifty years ago to
verify the thesis that Leonardo da Vinci was the key figure in
effecting the transition from scholastic patterns of thought to
those of Galileo.® Duhem’s researches led him in an unexpected
direction. Rather than confirming his conjecture about Leo-
nardo da Vinci, they brought him to a hitherto unknown
personality in the history of science, the Spanish Dominican
and Thomist, Domingo de Soto.* Duhem was able to point
out that Soto had equivalently formulated what was later to
become Galileo’s law of falling bodies some eighty years before
this was published by the great Italian physicist.” In fact, since
Soto’s writings were known to Galileo in his youth, the Spanish
Dominican may have had a direct influence on the evolution of
the science of mechanics as it is now known.®?

It is not necessary to verify such an influence, however, to

A. Maier, An der Grenze von Scholastik und Naturwissenchaft, 2. Auflage (Roma:
1952), pp. 31-38.

¢ Btudes sur Léonard de Vinci. Ceux qu'il a lus et ceux qui l'ont Iu. 8 Vols.
(Paris: 1906-13).

¢ Ibid., Vol. III, pp. 263-582, section entitled “ Dominique Soto et la scolastique
parisienne.” For a critical study of Soto’s life and works, see Vicente Beltran de
Heredia, Domingo de Soto. Estudio Biografico Documentado. (Salamanca: 1860).

? For verification of Duhem’s thesis in considerable detail see my article entitled
“ The Enigma of Domingo de Soto: Uniformiter Difformis and Falling Bodies in
Late Medieval Physics,” to be published in Isis.

8 An edition of Soto’s Quaestiones super octo libros Physicorum Aristotelis, which
contains the discovery relating to falling bodies, was published at Venice in 1582
and dedicated to the Italian Dominican, Domenico Bolano. Galileo studied at Pisa
and Padua shortly after this date, and, in his Juvenilia (commonly regarded as his
student notebooks), makes reference to one of Soto’s Quaestiones, thereby indicating
that these were available either to himself or to his teachers.
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show that the Thomists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
were actively interested in the velocities of falling bodies, pro-
jectiles, motion in a vacuum, and similar problems whose dis-
cussion led to the new science of mechanics. Their various
opuscula, as well as their commentaries and “ questionaries ”
on the Physics of Aristotle,” show them taking part in the
controversies between the nominalists and the realists that were
so important for this development.!® They knew the science
and the mathematics of their day, and they contributed intel-
ligently to its development, as well as to its integration within
the broader framework of their philosophy and theology.

Tae MobpeErN Past

By the end of the sixteenth century, however, a changed
attitude on the part of Thomistic writers becomes detectable.
The change, unfortunately, was to the detriment of scientific
and mathematical interests, although it seems to have come
about without any prejudice against these disciplines. The fact
that most Dominicans in this period seem to have been engaged
in teaching seminarians goes far to explain what happened.
Few, if any, were professionally interested in science. Faced
with a pedagogical problem of communicating the more meta-
physical theses that are necessary for sacred theology, and
possibly teaching students who had insufficient knowledge of

® Among the works of Dominicans, apart from Soto, who discussed topics relating
to physics or astronomy, we may mention: Giovanni Graziadei (di Ascoli),
Quaestiones in libros Physicorum Aristotelis (Venice: 1484); Crisostomo Javelli,
In lLibros Physicorum Quaestines (Lyons: 1568); Isidoro Isolano, De welocitate
motuum (Pavia: 1522); Petrus Crokart de Bruxellis, Argutissime, subtiles et fecunde
Questiones Physicales . . . (Paris: 1521); Amadeus Meygretus, Questiones in libros
De Celo et Mundo Aristotelis . . . (Paris: 1514); Diego de Astudillo, Quaestiones
super octo ltbros Physicorum et super duos lLibros De Generatione Aristotelis . . .
(Valladolid: 1532); and Domingo Bafiez, Commentaria et Quaestiones in duos De
Generatione et Corruptione libros (Salamanca: 1585).

1% Soto, in fact, attempted to show how the nominalists and the realists both
“sin through excess ” in discussing such matters as the entitative status of local
motion. For a brief statement of his resolution, see my paper, “ The Concept of
Motion in the Sixteenth Century,” to be published in the Proceedings of the
American Catholic Philosophical Association for 1967.
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mathematics, they gradually abandoned the tradition in which
technical problems relating to Aristotle’s Physics were given
full treatment. Instead, they began what was to become known
as the “manual tradition ” in scholastic philosophy. In place
of questions on the velocities of motion, for example, they
introduced sections on creation, subsistence, and problems re-
lated to the Eucharist into natural philosophy.”* By the time
Galileo and Newton were writing the revolutionary treatises
that would shape modern thought for the next three centuries,
such treatises were no longer of immediate interest to Thomists.

Entering, then, on the second phase of the history of the
relationships between Thomism and modern science, a phase in
which science has already emerged in its present-day form and
in which Thomism has already taken on the characteristics of
a system (and a closed system at that), one can only be
disappointed with what is seen. In the post-Tridentine period,
the teaching Church had already assumed an authoritarian air
that extended to all areas of knowledge, modern science in-
cluded. At the same time, those who were charged with
advancing the intellectual life within the Church, who might
have been expected to benefit from contact with the new dis-
ciplines, were not themselves prepared to read and evaluate
critically the works in which they were contained. As a conse-
quence, the scene was set for a disastrous encounter between

1 This is particularly noticeable when one traces the development of the text-
books of the Spanish Thomists who came after Soto, viz., Diego Mas, Q. P., Com-
mentaria i universam philosophiam Aristotelis una cum quaestionibus quae a
gravissimis viris disputari solent. (Valencia: 1599); Juan Martinez de Prado, O.P..
Quaestiones philosophiae naturalis in tres partes distributae. (Alcald: 1651-52);
Cosme de Lerma, O.P., Commentaria in octo libros Physicorum, ed. 2a (Burgos:
1655) ; Diego Ortiz, O.P., Philosophiae brevis explicatio, cum gravioribus questioni-
bus a philosophis disputari solitis (Seville: 1678); and Frolan Diaz, O.P., Philoso-
phia naturalis per questiones et articulos divisa iuxta mentem D. Thomae (Val-
ladolid: 1695). Many, such as Lerma and Ortiz, believed that they were following
Soto’s doctrines, although actually they departed from him, particularly in their
metaphysical emphases. For a sketch of the more favorable aspects of this develop-
ment, see Santiago Ramirez, O.P., “ Hacia una renovacion de nuestros estudios
filoséficos. (Un indice de la produccién filoséfica de los Dominicos espafioles).”
Estudios Filoséficos, I (1952), pp. 3-23.
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Thomism and modern science that has had unfortunate conse-
quences, reaching all the way to the present day.

One aspect of this confrontation, valuable for the lesson it
affords, may be examined in the impact on Thomistic manuals
of natural philosophy of the two most important works in the
history of mechanics and astronomy, Galileo’s Dialogues Con-
cerning Two New Sciences (1638) and Newton’s Mathematical
Principles of Natural Philosophy (1687; 2nd edition 1713).
Since this examination, by reason of space, cannot be exhaus-
tive, it will concentrate on three of the most representative
manuals in the period from the end of the seventeenth to the
end of the nineteenth century, namely, those of Goudin, Roselli,
and Lepidi.

Antoine Goudin’s Philosophia iuxta inconcussa tutissimaque
D. Thomae dogmata first appeared in 1671 and went through
many revisions and editions to the end of the nineteenth
century.?? The edition of 1726 is of interest for its treatment of
the laws of motion.” Goudin exposes the traditional teaching
of Aristotle and St. Thomas, but nowhere mentions the works
of Galileo or of Newton. He does have a section on the laws
of motion and impetus, which is devoted exclusively, however,
to a consideration of laws proposed by Descartes. In fact, one
would gain the impression that Descartes alone had made in-
novations in the science of mechanics, so extensive are Goudin’s
references to the French thinker.** Goudin still speaks of heavy
and light bodies, apparently not having learned from Galileo
that this distinction was no longer viable;*® he mentions

12 For details of Goudin’s life and writings, see J. Quétif, O.P., and J. Echard,
0. P., Scriptores Ordimis Praedicatorum (Paris: 1721), Tom. IT, p. 740.

*® Volume 2 of the Cologne 1726 edition is devoted to the first part of the
Physics, dealing with ens mobie in communi. The third disputation, which treats
of motion as a property of changeable being, has a section entitled “ De leyibus
motus et impetus localis,” pp. 280-282.

** This seems to be characteristic of the Thomistic manualists of the period;
they generally concentrated on Descartes and such thinkers as Mersenne, Maignan,
and Gassendi, and paid little attention to the more mathematical treatises of
writers like Galileo and Newton.

1% Galileo’s teacher, G. B. Benedetti, had already rejected the existence of
levity (levitas), maintaining that all bodies in the universe are heavy, and
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Galileo, along with William Gilbert, in discussing magnetism; *
and he grants that the acceleration of falling objects is propor-
tional to the series of odd numbers,’” but disclaims any intention
of going into details on such matters. There is not even a
mention of Newton in the section on laws of motion, even
though the Principia had appeared almost forty years before.
In an 1854 edition,*® Newton’s laws are discussed in an ex-
tended footnote, where they are pointed out as being com-
pletely false; the footnote is undoubtedly the work of an
editor,”® however, and seems to have been borrowed from
another manualist, viz., Roselli.

The Summa Philosophica of Salvator Maria Roselli is a
monumental treatise in that it not only attempts to expose
Thomaistic thought thoroughly, but also tries to take account of
innovations among the moderns.?® Roselli devotes considerable
attention to Newton and his commentators and is willing to
accord to Newton’s synthesis some mathematical validity,
although in general he is opposed to all of its physical doctrines.

Galileo followed him in this. The first convincing proof, however, came from
Newton, with the evidence he adduced for the law of universal gravitation.
Goudin mentions none of these thinkers, restricting his attention to Descartes and
Gassendi; his own opinion is expressed in the words, “itaque dico, sicut corpus
grave innato impetu tendit deorsum, ita leve sursum ” (op. cit., p. 256).

1% “ Quantum ad res quibus ea vis [scil,, vis magnetica] inest, primo ac praecipue
interioribus terreni globi partibus ac eius veluti nucleo inesse docent, qui de vi
magnetica diligentius scripsere, Gilbertus, Galilaeus, Cartesius et alii ” ibid., p. 267.

17 Porro qua proportione acceleretur motus gravium, viri solertes cum variis
experimentis quaesiverint, reperiere accelerari juxta progressum numerorum im-
parium . . .” ibid., p. 280. This teaching is contained in Galileo’s Dialogues
Concerning Two New Sciences; it was known from the fourteenth century onward,
however, that this mathematical relationship is verified in all uniformly accelerated
motions,

8 Both this edition and that of 1726 are cited because they are the only
early editions of Goudin available to me.

*® Goudin himself died on October 25, 1695; the tenth edition of the work, the
last under his care, appeared in 1692. See Quétif-Echard, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 740.

20 For a full description of this work and the background against which it was
written, see E. I. Narciso, O.P., La Summa Philosophica di Salvatore Roselld e la
Rinascita del Tomismo. Studi e Ricerche sulla Rinascitd del Tomismo, n. 2 (Romas:
1966). References to Roselli that appear below are from the Madrid edition of
1788.
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Roselli denies the existence of universal attraction, however
this is to be understood, and holds that the element fire is
absolutely light.®* The heavenly bodies, in his estimation, are
neither heavy nor light, because he still is convinced that they
move in circular paths according to Aristotelian teaching.”® He
examines with some care Newton’s laws of motion, but finds
all of them false, and substitutes in their place his own laws
of motion.* These, unfortunately, miss the point behind New-
ton’s “ mathematical principles of natural philosophy,” and are
sterile for providing any insight into the structure of the system
of the world. Considering that Roselli prepared his second
edition almost a hundred years after Newton’s classic,** this
failure to grasp the physical import of Newton’s reasoning is
almost incomprehensible.?®

When Roselli comes to discuss the system of the world,
moreover, there can be no doubt that he is still defending a
geocentric universe. He rejects the Ptolemaic system, and also
that of Tycho Brahe, on the grounds that the physical prin-
ciples on which they are based are false.”® He is willing to
admit the Copernican system as a hypothesis, but teaches that
it can be in no way defended when holding that the sun is at
rest and that the earth moves.”” Discussing the cause of the

** Summa philosophica, Vol. II, pp. 361-372.

2 Ibid., pp. 455-466.

22 Ihid., pp. 455-566.

¢ The first edition of the Summa philosophica appeared in 1777, and the second
edition in 1783. A third edition was printed at Bologna between 1857 and 1859:
this was requested by the 1838 General Chapter of the Dominicans, with the proviso
that the parts dealing with physics be reduced; to a few questions.

25 As Newton himself maintained, he attempted to argue from the properties of
celestial motion that can be analyzed mathematically to a knowledge of the physical
cause of such motion, and thus reasoned to the presence of gravity in all bodies
of the solar system whose motions were observable. He disclaimed any knowledge
of the cause of gravity, and did not wish Lo frame any hypotheses (hypotheses non
fingo) on this subject, since it was not directly related to his argument. Once he
had proved a posteriori that celestial bodies obey the law of gravitation, he could
argue forcefully for the heliocentric system on the basis of physical principles, and
not as a mere mathematical hypothesis.

2¢ Summa philosophica, Vol. III, pp. 172-203,

*7 Ibid., pp. 204-207.
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motion of the stars, Roselli rejects Kepler’s thesis, together
with the systems of Decartes and Leibniz.?® He also examines
and rejects Newton’s analysis of the system of the world, and
concludes with his own thesis, namely, that the heavenly bodies
have no active principle of motion within them, that they are
not moved directly by God, but that they are moved by the
angels.*

Roselli’s manual had a great influence on the subsequent
development of scholasticism. Not only was some of his
material excerpted and inserted in subsequent editions of other
manuals, such as Goudin’s, but as late as 1875 a five-volume
Institutiones Philosophicae ad mentem angelici Doctoris 8.
Thomae Aquinatis ordinatae was issued at the Abbey of Monte
Casino containing substantially all his teachings, including his
evaluations of Newton’s mechanics.”* Although the Domini-
cans had rejected this part of Roselli’s manual as early as
1838,°2 this shows that teachers who regarded themselves as
authentic Thomists were still using Roselli’s analyses almost
two hundred years after the first appearance of Newton’s
Principia.

Of less interest and importance is the treatment of Alberto
Lepidi in his Elementa philosophiae christianae, published at

28 Ibid., pp. 402-426.

2% Ibid., pp. 426-445.

0 Ibid., pp. 445-452. This seems to reveal a misunderstanding, on Roselli’s part,
of the orders of causality involved. There would seem to be no repugnance in
allowing for gravity as a passive principle of motion within the heavenly body, as
St. Thomas taught was the case for earthly bodies, and at the same time allowing
for immaterial movers (such as angels) as active principles of the motion.

%t The author (anonymous) evidently compiled this text from other works, as
he himself states in the introduction to Vol. II: “ Institutiones physicas ita con-
cinnare curabimus, materiam a probatissimis Auctoribus sive antiquis, sive re-
centioribus excerpendo, quae magis scitu necessaria viris ecclesiasticis videtur.
Quaedam enim res, licet physicae sint, sacrae tamen doctrinae inserviunt, quas
diligenter persequitur P. Salvator Maria Roselli, O.P., ideoque eius opere praecipue
utemur” (p. 2). The writer’s analysis of the forces involved in maintaining
equilibrium in the solar system, however, reveals a complete misunderstanding of
Newtonian mechanics (pp. 233-234).

82 See E. 1. Narciso, op. cit., p. 139, fn. 13.
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Paris and Louvain in 1879.* Discussing the properties of
corporeal substance, Lepidi treats of the concept of inertia,
which he acknowledges as deriving from the “Principles of
Philosophy ” of Sir Isaac Newton.** By this time, Thomists
seem willing to concede that there is possibly some truth in
Newton’s teaching. Lepidi, at any rate, shows himself an
opportunist in wishing to use the Newtonian concept of inertia
for arguing against materialists.** He accepts inertia as a fact,
although he does not think its nature is correctly understood
by the moderns, and regards it as a conclusive proof that the
motion or rest of any physical body can only be explained by
some external cause.*

Other cases could be adduced, but these are suflicient to
characterize the attitude of Thomists toward Newtonian sci-
ence during the period when the thought of Newton had
already gained acceptance in the great university centers of
western Europe and in the U. S In all fairness to the
Dominicans we have mentioned, they were not completely
arbitrary in their rejection of certain aspects of Newton’s
teaching. As only recent work in the philosophy of science
has shown, Newton’s laws of motion are not without their
logical and their extra-logical difficulties.®® It is to the credit

32 Lepidi was born on February 20, 1839, and died on July 81, 1925. His
Cosmologia was the third and last volume of his Elementa philosophiae christianae;
the first volume of the series appeared in 1875.

34 Vol, III, pp. 143-145. The title, Principia philosophiae, actually refers to the
work of Descartes, not Newton; some editions of Newton’s classic, however, were
printed with these words of the title in bold type, e.g., PRINCIPIA mathematica
PHILOSOPHIAR naturalis, thus suggesting an affinity to the title of Descartes’ work.

35 Ibid., p. 144.

5 Ibid., p. 145.

37 Perhaps this unsympathetic treatment of Newton is explainable by the fact
that most scholastic manualists were of Italian, Spanish, and French nationality.
Their knowledge of Newton seems to have been gleaned from the writings of
French partisans of Descartes and Leibniz, who were themselves strongly anti-
Newtonian. The manualists, of course, rejected both Descartes and Leibniz, and,
along with them, Newton as representing a more extreme position to which even
they were opposed.

%8 For a contemporary evaluation of these difficulties, see W. A. Wallace, O.P.,
“ Newtonian Antinomies Against the Prima Via,” The Thomist 19 (1956), pp. 151-
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of these Thomists that they were more alert than many of
their contemporaries in detecting flaws in Newtonian reasoning.
At the same time, however, one should not overlook the fact
that their attitude toward the science of mechanics, and the
new astronomy, was essentially negative. They were convinced,
to a man, that they already possessed the whole truth about
the structure of the universe, and their minds were not open
to the possibility of any new knowledge coming from modern
science.

To recapitulate, then, the history of the relationships be-
tween Thomism and modern science is partly good and partly
bad. From the time of St. Thomas all the way to the sixteenth
century, there is a sincere interest in science and its problems,
and a definite contribution is made to its progress. From the
beginning of the sevententh century to the end of the nine-
teenth, however, the attitude is reversed. Thomists subordinate
all of their philosophical teachings to theology; they are already
convinced that they possess the absolute truth and they attack
any new proposal as undermining the very foundations of the
Catholic faith. Finally, by the end of the nineteenth century,
they grow increasingly aware that much of their rejection of
modern science is arbitrary, and gradually they delete all refer-
ences to science from their manuals of philosophy. They make
a hurried retreat from natural philosophy, and place emphasis
instead on metaphysics. Thus begins Thomism’s uneasy rap-
prochement with contemporary thought: Thomistic cosmolo-
gy, now recognized as * without a cosmos,” is restricted to a
few generalities, and Thomism itself is seen as a magnificent
synthesis, erected on simple sense observation alone, and stand-
ing in complete independence of modern science.

THE PRESENT

This brings up the present situation, where science has
become one of the most influential factors in contemporary

192. Others outside the scholastic tradition have made similar criticisms, e.g.,
Ernest Nagel, The Structure of Science. Problems in the Logic of Scientific Expla-
nation. (New York: 1961), pp. 153-202.















































































































































































































