EDITORIAL ANNOUNCEMENT

Since the year 1974 marks the seventh centenary of the death
of St. Thomas Aquinas, the Editors of Tue THOMIST are
pleased to announce that the four issues of 1974 will feature
articles written for this volume by distinguished American and
European scholars honoring St. Thomas and the contributions
he has made to contemporary thought. In so doing, the Editors
are confident that this centenary volume of the journal named
in honor of the Common Doctor will bring to the awareness
of a disturbed world, and one divided over profound speculative
issues in philosophy and theology, the enduring value and rich
relevance of the heritage of Aquinas.

Among the contributors to these issues are: Y. Congar, C.
Fabro, E. L. Mascall, C. Ernst, M. Adler, V. Bourke, H, Pesch,
W. A. Wallace, C. J. Peter, J. A. Weisheipl, J. B. Reichmann,
W. J. Hill, A. J. Kelly, L. Boyle, J. N. Deely, R. MclInerny,
A. MeNicholl, T. O’'Meara, and L. Walsh.
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ESCHATOLOGICAL ENCOUNTER WITH GOD

ECENT DISCUSSIONS and debates over the nature of
Christian eschatology have concentrated on the ques-
tion whether theological interpretation should empha-

size the present or the future reality of the reign of God. Should
we accept the futurist, apocalyptic option of a Pannenberg * or
the “ presentative,” existentialist eschatology of Bultmann * and

1 Cf. Wolthart Pannenberg, ed., Revelation as History, trans. D. Granskou
(Toronto: The Macmillan Co., 1963); James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb, Jr.,
eds., Theology as History: New Frontiers in Theology, III (New York: Harper &
Row, 1967); also W. Pannenberg, “ Heilsgeschehen und Geschichte,” Kerygma und
Dogma, V (1959), 218-37, and 259-88. A futurist, but less apocalyptic interpreta-
tion is offered by Jiirgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope, trans. James W. Leitch
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967). More recently, cf. Klaus Koch, Ratlos vor
der Apocalyptik (Gerd Mohn: Giiterslaher Verlagshaus, 1970).

2 As set forth most explicitly in Rudolf Bultmann, History and Eschatology,
(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1962); Jesus Christ and Mythology (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958); Ewistence and Faith: Shorter Writings of Rudolf
Bultmann (New York: Meridian Books, 1960); Jesus and the Word (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1934), p. 51, “ Future and present are not related in the

271



272 JOHN F. HAUGHT

his students? * Though hotly debated, both alternatives seem to
express elements of obvious value to Christian faith. Yet a com-
mon conceptuality, the prerequisite for fruitful discussion, seems
to be lacking between those on the one hand who envision the
eschaton as an essentially future, developmental or final eventu-
ality, and those on the other who see the present moment of
authentic self-disposing decision as the occasion for the exhaus-
tive outpouring of God’s eschatological presence.

This impasse is the result of divergent philosophical-theo-
logical commitments as well as of correspondingly disparate
readings of Scripture on the part of each side. The * futurist
approach is generally one in which the physical, corporeal, cos-
mological, and calendrical dimensions of space and time are
assumed to fall within the sphere of either a proleptically, de-
velopmentally or an apocalyptically interpreted eschaton. And
the “ existentialist” approach is one which philosophically
(sometimes gnostically) prescinds from the natural-objective-
historical order for the sake of locating eschatology in the sphere
of a “subjectivity ” which is somehow disengaged from the
strictly cosmological elements of time and space. The futurist
position often stresses the liberating, even political-revolution-
ary implications of the radical relativization of the present order
in the face of an absolutely future eschaton, while the existen-
tialist hermeneutic of eschatology accentuates the significance to
faith of complete involvement in each present moment, leaving
the future completely open and free from the apparently deter-
ministic overtones of apocalyptic enthusiasm.

sense that the Kingdom begins as a historical fact in the present and achieves its
fulfillment in the future.”

2 For example, Gerhard Ebeling, Word and Faith, trans. James W. Leitch
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963); cf. especially Robert W. PFunk, ed.,
Apocalypticism: Journal for Theology and the Church, VI (New York: Herder &
Herder, 1969); James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb, Jr., The New Hermeneutic:
New Frontiers in Theology, II (New York: Harper & Row, 1964). The severe
debate among post-Bultmannians over the significance to Christian faith of the
apocalyptic horizon of Jesus’s proclamation has not issued in any substantial appro-
priation of apocalyptia eschatology on their part. The valuable research by Ernst
Késemann (cf., in particular, Funk, ed., Apocalypticism) has been of less theological
benefit to himself than to the disciples of Pannenberg: cf., for example, Carl
Braaten, Christ and Counter-Christ (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), pp. 2-19.
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The present article, while in no way striving for synthesis, will
attempt to exploit the possibilities of each of these apparently
antithetical interpretations. Eschatology must be so interpreted
as to have a bearing on present as well as future. This much
every Christian can accept. The problem is precisely how to
understand present and future as inextricable categories in
eschatological understanding. I shall propose that we work up
to this problem by way of beginning our discussion with a con-
sideration even more basic to eschatology than that of the di-
mensions of time. We should ask first what eschatological en-
counter with God might mean in itself before we ask when it
might occur, now or in the future, within history or outside of
history, ete. Thus, in reducing the question of eschatology to
the question of encounter with God the problem outlined above
might become more congenial to a conceptual scheme in which
the philosophical question as to what constitutes authentically
human temporality takes a less restrictive place than recent de-
bates over eschatology have allowed.

The thesis of this article, then, is the following: if the structure
of encounter with God is in itself explained in terms of an ade-
quately expressed theology of the symbol,* rooted in Chalcedon-
ian Christology, then both present and future, individual and
cosmological, existential and social dimensions of eschatology
may receive proportionate accentuation without involving the
antitheses and reductionism current in the predominantly Pro-
testant debate outlined above. Such an interpretation may
provide a basis for assimilating the elements of present urgency
and eschatological intensity of the “now ” advocated by exis-
tentialist hermeneutic, as well as an appreciation of the linear,
corporeal, social, and cosmological features of temporal reality
associated with the eschatologies of futurists like Teilhard,
Pannenberg, and Moltmann.

*As formulated by Karl Rahner, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” Theological
Investigations 4, trans. Kevin Smyth (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), pp. 221-52.
It is the intention of the present article to offer an explicitly Catholic contribution
to the predominantly Protestant debate over eschatology. Rahner’s theology of
the symbol seems to provide an excellent foundation for such a contribution.
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In order to achieve more historical scope, however, and in
order to give attention to the question of individual destiny it
seems fitting to begin our considerations with reference to that
more traditional eschatological category—the notion of the
beatific vision. Understood in the light of a theology of sym-
bolic mediation, reflection on the notion of beatific vision will
by no means be antiquarian. Instead, such reflection can readily
become a significant point of departure for a quite contemporary
discussion of the nature of eschatological encounter with God.

SymMBOLIC MEDIATION AND THE BEATIFIC VISION

The notion of the “beatific vision” has always been the
source of inspiration but also the occasion for severe problems in
Christian theology. How finite man can acquire the capacity to
“intuit ” the “ essence ” of the infinite,”> how the infant Jesus
could have possessed the beatific vision, or how in the agony of
the cross Jesus could be said to have had the vision of God’s
glory—these are traditionally among the most enigmatic of such
problems. To a great extent, though not exclusively, theology
has shielded itself by resorting to the notion of “ mystery” as
the infinitely incomprehensible and by consigning such questions
as these to the sphere of “ mystery * so defined.

As in so many other areas of theology, the problems surround-
ing the notion of the beatific vision require not so much a
definitive set of solutions as a reformulation of the basic ques-
tion underlying all the diverse, and sometimes outlandish and
trivial, queries associated with this “ mystery.” ¢ T would like
to suggest here that the fundamental issue is not what will take
place for men in the beatific vision or what did take place as
regards the vision of God in Jesus’s earthly existence. The basic
problem is whether theology can meaningfully express what
encounter with God might mean in any case, and in particular

5 Summa Theol., 1, q. 12, a. 2.

® St. Thomas alone (Summa Theol., I, q. 12) deals with thirteen distinct, but
highly significant, issues relating to the question of knowledge of the divine
essence,
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what might be the essential structure of such an encounter both
now and in the eschatological future. Can Christian theology
ascertain, for example, whether and in what way the shape of
man’s “ eschatological ” vision of God might diverge from that
of human life before God in via? For unless speculation on the
notion of the beatific vision takes its bearings from the question
of present encounter with God, one may expect such speculation
to degenerate rapidly into sheer word-spinning. It is only by
extrapolating from the present and by avoiding the temptation
to interpolate into the present from some abstract or falsely
apocalyptic preconception of the future that any interpretation
of eschatology can escape simple irrelevance.”

Now in recent times, as well as traditionally, Catholic theolo-
gians have stressed that the typical mode of our present en-
counter with God involves the mediation of our fellow men
understood in terms of Christ and the Church® But if present
encounter with God involves the mediation of our fellow men,
and if eschatology should ideally be extrapolation from this
present encounter, why has theological speculation so consist-
ently held that the element of mediation drops out in the context
of the beatific vision? As far as I can ascertain, this question
has been only minimally and sporadically dealt with.® Among
the major reasons for theology’s failure to give consideration to
the possibility of a retention of the element of mediation in its
discussion of the beatific vision one can cite the apparently
explicit and authoritative rejection of such a medium by St.
Thomas *° and by Benedict XIT in his Constitution Benedictus

7 Cf. Karl Rahner, “ The Hermeneutics of Eschatological Assertions,” Theological
Investigations 4, trans. Kevin Smyth (Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1966), p. 337.

8 This theme receives its most explicit treatment in E. Schillebeeckx, O.P.,
Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter with God (New York: Sheed & Ward,
1963); and Xarl Rahner, The Church and the Sacraments, trans. W. J. O’'Hara
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1963).

® The most explicit, but still undeveloped treatment of this question is given by
Karl Rahner, “The Eternal Significance of the Humanity of Christ for our
Relationship with God,” Theological Investigations 8, trans. Kevin Smyth (Balti-
more: Helicon Press, 1967), pp. 35-46.

1 Summa Theol., I, q. 12.
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Deus (1836) ** The latter document was addressed primarily to
those (including Benedict’s deceased predecessor, Pope John
XXII) who were of the opinion that the beatific vision in the
case of individuals must await the general resurrection. But in
the process of repudiating this belief the Constitution, in pass-
ing, characterized the beatific vision as involving “. . . nulla
mediante creatura in ratione vist se habente . . .” and taught the
immediate, Intuitive vision of God’s essence.’®

Thus, Catholic theologians in particular have been left with
a dilemma. On the one hand, the element of mediation is seen
as paramount in Christian faith. On the other hand, the tradi-
tional view of eschatology in terms of beatific vision apparently
leaves no room for a final state of happiness still involving such
mediation. But we are still left with the question whether we
have drawn out sufliciently the implications for eschatology of
the Christian belief that Christ is the sacrament of man’s en-
counter with God. Have we radically inquired first of all into
what there is about Christ that allows him to mediate God’s
presence to us? And have not Catholic theologians persistently
held, either explicitly or implicitly, that any eschatological
meeting with God must involve dispensing with all mediation in

“order that we may know him face to face and with unmediated
immediacy?

Such a dilemma seems unwarranted. First of all, it is gov-
erned by the assumption that “ eschatological ” refers to an ex-
clusively future or final encounter. And second, it is the result
of an almost insurmountable prejudice that mediation always
implies indirectness and lack of immediacy. If we can expose
the arbitrariness of both elements of bias we may be in a position
not only to render more intelligible the old problems surround-
ing the beatific vision but, what is more, expose ourselves to the

11 Denz.-Schén., 1000: The souls of the blessed . . . vident divinam essentiam
visione intuitiva et etiam faciali, nulle mediante creatura in ratione visi se habente,
sed divina essentia immediate se nude, clare, aperte eis ostendente . . . perfruuntur.
. . .7 [Ttalics mine]

12 Ibid.

3% Cf. Karl Rahner, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” Theological Investigations
4, p. 244,
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real issues involved in the question of encounter with God. Our
dilemma can be removed only if we can arrive at an understand-
ing of the beatific vision as involving both symbolic mediation
and, in virtue of this (not in spite of it) an immediate intuition
of the Divine Essence (as demanded, for example, in the con-
stitution Benedictus Deus). Moreover, if such a view can be
adequately supported, an interpretation of eschatology based on
a theology of the symbol may prove illuminating in terms of the
contemporary Protestant discussion of eschatology.

First, then, it must be noted that recent theology and exegesis
apparently converge on the conviction that Christian eschatolo-
gy is in some sense realized. That is to say, Christian scholars
take quite seriously, for example, the Pauline pronouncement:
“The hour of favour has now come; now I say has the day of
deliverance dawned.” (II Cor.6:2, New English Bible) or the
Johannine Christ’s emphasis on the presence here and now of
“eternal life.” While, as we have seen, there is a great deal of
controversy over which tendency i1s dominant in the New Testa-
ment, “ future ” or “ present >’ eschatology, there are few Christ-
ian thinkers who would deny that the eschaton is in some way
or another a contemporary reality.**

Christian tradition, moreover, has consistently held that en-
counter with God at this present moment is indeed possible,
provided that we note the typically mediate nature of this en-
counter. From this affirmation, however, there has resulted the
curious, never fully articulated corollary that future eschatolog-
ical confrontation with God will differ from the present one by
virtue of an abrupt and final abrogation of all those mediating
elements which determine the structure of our present contact
with the Divine. And if we profess that at the present moment
encounter with God is necessarily conditioned by our life with
other men, we are still subject to the abiding notion that escha-
tological, face to face rapport with God will somehow be free of
such “ encumbrance.” *®

14 Cf, for example, Raymond Brown, The Gospel of John, I (New York:

Doubleday Anchor, 1966), cxv-cxxi.
* Of course, theologians have always speculated that human fellowship will
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Such a restrictive view of the beatific vision as unmediated
has had the obverse tendency of derogating the admittedly
mediate character of man’s present relationship to God, thus
rendering the present theoretically bereft of the eschatological
depth that rightfully belongs to it. It has often made theology
impotent to formulate an adequate appreciation of the realized
elements in Christian eschatology. But if it should be the case
that even man’s ““final ” vision of God is to be understood as a
symbolically mediated intuition of the Divine glory, then pres-
ent encounter with God could no longer be called “merely ”
mediate (and strictly pre-eschatological) . And in fact, consist-
ent theological reflection may be able to conclude that mediation
is necessary for final as well as present “ face to face ” contact
with God.

In what follows, therefore, I would like to argue that a genu-
inely Christian view of “the last things ” and of the “ beatific
vision * should place great stress on the mediate character even
of “final ” eschatology. Such an accentuation may be able to
provide a solid Christological basis for theology’s assimilation
of those elements of realized eschatology associated especially
with the Pauline and Johannine writings. The theological view-
point I shall pursue here will emphasize that the shape of man’s
“final  eschatological encounter with God cannot legitimately
be conceived of as absolutely discontinuous with that of his
present historical or “ earthly ” mode of standing in the presence
of the Divine glory. For if present encounter with God neces-
sarily involves the mediation of our fellow man, there is no
sufficient reason for supposing that eschatological “ face to face ”
intimacy with God does not also demand the mediation of
humanity.

This viewpoint is premised on the theological affirmation,
articulated most explicitly by Schillebeeckx and Rahner, that
Christ is the sacrament or symbol of our encounter with God.
be one element of final happiness, but that this fellowship could somehow retain its
symbolic-mediative function in relation to the beatific vision has not been a serious

consideration. Cf., for example, J. J. Redle, “ Beatific Vision,” The New Catholic
Encyclopedia, 11, 192-93.
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But what does it mean to say that Christ symbolizes God?
Rahner reasons that it is Christ’s human nature that bodies
forth in our own medium of existence what God is.}® In a sense,
the hypostatic union means that human nature is a medium
capable of expressing perfectly the inner life and being of God.
Human nature is not something which the incarnate Logos puts
on like a cloak. It is not something extrinsic or foreign to the
inner being of the Divine Word.'* Rather, in Christ, manhood
is inherently expressive of the Word and flows forth from the
Logos as a spontaneous and “ natural ” expression of the latter.
It is not something in which God encases himself as an after-
thought.?®

From a more basic point of view, as Rahner’s theology of the
symbol seems to imply, we may say that the human nature of
Christ symbolically mediates God to himself. And it is this
primordial symbolic actuality which grounds the ability of
manhood to mediate God to us also. From the point of view of a
theology of the “ Immanent ” Trinity, in order for the Father
to possess himself in eminently personal existence he exteriorizes
his being in his “ other,” the Divine Logos, as the necessary con-
dition of Self-appropriation. This inherently symbolic nature of
the Logos is not simply for the sake of creatures’ knowledge of
God but, more fundamentally, for the sake of the Divine Self-
awareness. Trinitarian theology is an attempt to express the
elementary conviction that God’s life is such a necessarily Self-
mediated one. It follows, then, that “ mediation ” may have an
“ eminent ” sense which is not opposed to, but is rather the
condition of, immediacy to Self and others. Just as the notions
of multiplicity, relation, and becoming cannot be inconsistent
with the notions of unity, absoluteness, and immutability when

% Rahner, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” pp. 235-45.

Y Ibid., p. 238.

8¢ . . the humanity of Christ is not to be considered as something in which
God dresses up and masquerades—a mere signal of which he makes use, so that
something audible can be uttered about the Logos by means of this signal. The
humanity is the self-disclosure of the Logos itself, so that when God, expressing

himself, exteriorizes himself, that very thing appears which we call the humanity
of the Logos.” Ibid., p. 239.
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applied to God,* so also mediation need not in every case imply
imperfection, indirectness or lack of immediacy. I think this is
a point which has been given too little consideration in specula-
tion concerning eschatology in general and the notion of imme-
diate vision of God in particular.2® “ Whoever has seen Me has
seen the Father also.” (Jn. 14, 9)

However, we must go still further., If God becomes man, if
the Logos becomes embodied in or symbolized through the
human nature of Christ and if this human nature is a medium
perfectly capable of containing and expressing the reality of the
Logos, then certain highly humanistic conclusions, usually over-
looked, can be unfolded so as to have a bearing on eschatology.
First, it would follow that from the mysterious freedom of the
Divine existence the symbolic medium through which God
“ takes possession ” of himself is the human nature of Christ as
the self-expression of the Logos. Recognizing that Christ’s human
nature is also our own it could be unqualifiedly asserted that
manhood is God’s freely appropriated “idea ” of himself. God’s
personal presence to himself is gratuitously mediated through
his self-conception as man. If such statements seem unpalat-
able, this may be due to a basic refusal to take the Christological
Councils seriously. For nothing emerges from these sources with
less equivocation than the doctrine that the human nature of

** Cf. Karl Rahner, “Current Problems in Christology,” Theological Investi-
gations 1, trans. Cornelius Ernst, pp. 174-185. One might also note that no
philosopher has more emphatically exalted the notion of mediation than has
Hegel. It is clear that Rahner owes a great deal to such passages as the following:
“The horrified rejection of mediation, however, arises as a fact from want of
acquaintance with its nature. . . . We misconceive therefore the nature of
reason if we exclude reflection or mediation from ultimate truth, and do not take it
to be a positive moment of the Absolute.” G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology
of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie, Harper Torchbooks (New York, 1967), pp. 82-83.

28 For further clarification of the notion of “ mediated immediacy ” see my article,
“What is Logocentric Theology,” Theological Studies, XXXIII (1972), 120-32.
Mediation is essentially a mediation o immediacy. If a symbol or 2 medium seems
to obscure or withhold that which is symbolized, this is not due to the mediating
element of the symbol but rather to the ambiguous and non-mediating factors
ingredient in the symbol or to the deficiency of the recipient of the mediation.
Cf. further Karl Rahner, “ Der eine Mittler und die Vielfalt der Vermittlungeri,”
Schriften zur Theologie 8 (Einsiedeln: J. C. B. Mohr, 1967), p. 284. '
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Christ is not a mere addition to but is rather the self-expression
of the Logos. Human nature is thereby situated within and not
outside the Divine life. (The economic Trinity ¢s the immanent
Trinity.) Consequently, man’s nature or essential being (as
epitomized in Jesus Christ) becomes the symbolic medium
through which God beholds and takes possession of himself.
Now, to return to the question of the beatific vision, if God’s
own Self-conception occurs through the medium of the humanity
of Christ, Christians may hardly expect that their own eschato-
logical participation in the vision of God’s inner being could be
one which itself evades such mediation. For the vision of God
may be understood as one of “ mediated immediacy.” ?* Media-
tion, if properly apprehended, does not necessarily obscure or
conceal or make ambiguous the reality which is being mediated.
In fact, a genuine or pure symbolic medium expresses the sym-
bolized reality so fully that the latter is made present in full
immediacy to itself and others precisely because it is so medi-
ated*® Now since the human nature of Christ certainly does
not conceal but ratherrenders eminently lucid and visible to faith
the Divine glory, this human nature possesses an eternal and
not a merely temporary, significance for man’s relation to God.?®
Man’s eschatological encounter with God would appear to
demand, therefore, the element of mediation by Christ’s human
nature. To meet God with “face to face ” immediacy would
entail first of all an encounter with human nature brought to
perfection, since this is how God “knows ” himself. The visage
of God is manhood, even from an eschatological point of view.

# This exalted concept of mediation is capable of surmounting any apprehension
of a loss of directness in the notion of a symbolically mediated vision of God.
Benedict XID’s critique of mediation appears to be directed not against mediation
as such but against the ambiguities which usually encumber the symbols of finite
existence. The notion of mediated immediacy or of an eminent sense of mediation
certainly never occurred to him.

22 Cf. Rahner, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” p. 244. .

% This is the thesis of Rahner’s article cited above: “The Eternal Significance
of the Humanity of Christ for our Relationship with God,” pp. 85-46. Cf. also
Rahner, “The Theology of the Symbol,” p. 244: “. . . the humanity of Christ
will have eternal significance for the immediacy of the visio beata.”
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It is not that one would have to peer through or look behind
human nature to get a glimpse of the Divine glory. Rather the
magnificence of God is capable of being perfectly embodied in
our own reality. Knowing God eschatologically involves not the
dissolution but rather the heightening of humanity as the
medium of our encounter with him. Eschatology does not
abrogate the incarnation.?

It might be rejoined that we have been speaking too vaguely
about man, humanity or human nature without suflicient em-
phasis on the specific humanity of Christ and his distinctiveness
from the rest of us men. However, Christ’s uniqueness certainly
cannot lie in his differing absolutely from us as man. For the
notion of Christ’s human solidarity with other men is basic to
Christian faith. His human nature, however interpreted, is also
our own even though we may evade the task of realizing and
expressing it adequately in the ontic-existentiell order. And yet
to the extent that we might approach (asymptoically) realiza-
tion of our humanity both as individuals and as a species, to
that extent would we express to each other not only what man
is but also what God is. And since, as we have seen, the beatific
vision must itself involve the mediation of perfected human
nature we could legitimately infer that the eschatological vision
of God is accessible here and now to the same extent that our
individual and collective manhood approaches such an ideal—
even from within history.

How is this ideal approached? Christianity teaches that one’s
manhood becomes authentically realized in proportion to one’s
giving himself or self-disposal to others. There should be no
difficulty, then, in apprehending how Jesus could be said to have
had the beatific vision at the hour of his death. Indeed, because
this hour was the occasion for his total outpouring of self to

24 The notion of the lumen gloriae does not become obsolete in this interpretation.
(Ct. Summa Theol. 1, q. 12, a. 5 and III, Contra Gent., c. 58) The lumen gloriae,
of course, is not itself the medium in which the divine essence is embodied. But
it may be understood here as that power which enables man to “intuit” the
essence of God in the eschatologically perfected human nature which is the
medium of God’s presence to Self and otheérs.
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others one would expect, if the notion of a humanly mediated
vision of God is acceptable, that the beatific vision would coin-
cide with the unsurpassable realization of authentic human
existence in Jesus’s death. Is it any wonder that the Gospel of
John sees this apparently ambiguous moment as the hour of
Jesus’s “ glory ”? If the above notion of symbolic mediation is
accurately expressed one would be surprised if in Jesus’s final
agony the “ beatific vision ” were not eminently present. In his
grasp of himself in the act of final and absolute self-giving, Jesus
grasps simultaneously and with irreducible immediacy what it is
to be God.?® For at the same time, and even more fundamen-
tally, in Jesus’s act of kenotic self-deliverance it should be em-
phasized that the Father grasps or takes possession of his own
“essence,” namely, kenotic love. God’s “ encounter ” with him-
self (God’s Self-knowledge), then, is freely mediated through
the historical act of Jesus’s human self-giving. It is not as
though Jesus’s activity is something outside of, or in addition to,
the dynamics of God’s “ inner life.” The “ economic ” Trinity s
the “immanent ” Trinity and not some afterthought or arbi-
trary accretion to the latter?® (This can be said without in any
way jeopardizing the belief that God’s activity in history is
freely executed.)

Consequently, it seems quite legitimate to draw the following
conclusions. If God is eternally present to himself (knows him-
self) through the medium of radical human self-giving (in
Christ) , then Christians themselves should recognize that escha-
tological encounter with God (if the * beatific vision ” means

2% This, of course, does not mean that Jesus’s vision or knowledge of the beatific
vision is a “looking at” involving something like a subject-object duality. For
knowledge (as can be argued in the case of Aquinas as well as of many modern
thinkers) is fundamentally presence-to-self (Beisichsein) and only derivately an
objectifying actuality. Now Beisichsein does not exclude but rather requires
mediation as the condition of presence-to-self. Thus it may be said that the divine
Self-possession or presence-to-Self is mediated through Jesus’s kenotic activity and,
by virtue of this transcendental actuality, Jesus’s experience of himself on the Cross
is equally an apprehension of the essence of Deity, i.e., the beatific vision.

2 This point is consistently emphasized in Karl Rahner, The Trinity, trans.
Joseph Donceel (New York: Herder & Herder, 1970).



284 JOHN F. HAUGHT

“knowledge ” of God) will occur and does occur to the extent
that men apprehend their own humanity as continuous with
that of Jesus in acts of kenotic self-giving. Or are we still to
expect that we will know God without any symbolic mediation
at all when sound theological speculation posits such mediation
as eminently inherent even in God’s Self-apprehension? After
all, it is in instances of authentic human existence that the
“glory ” of God shines through or comes to expression both for
God and for others. This, it seems to me, is a highly humanistic
way of understanding man’s encounter with God.

ArpricaTiON TO CONTEMPORARY DEBATE

We can only briefly outline how the above reflections may
apply to the questions which introduce this article. First, our
interpretation of the “ beatific vision ” as involving the symbolic
mediation of human self-giving is well-suited to an understand-
ing of the eschaton as a present and not exclusively future
reality. If properly understood, this view can suffuse the present
moment, and all present moments, with an element of urgency
customarily reserved for the “final things.” Christians should
be made aware of the arbitrariness whereby unreflective views
of eschatology have derogated the capacity of human nature for
mediating the immediacy of God. Such a dismissal has had the
effect of relinquishing the eschatological element involved in
genuinely understood mediation. No matter how ambiguous or
deficient concrete embodiments of human nature may appear to
us in our experience, Christology implies that human nature is
essentially expressive of God. And if essential manhood is rad-
ically kenotic, then every encounter with attempts to approxi-
mate such authentic human existence, either in oneself or
in others, is to that extent an encounter with God. The intensity
and depth of present eschatological encounter with God is,
therefore, contingent upon the depth of genuine human love
in this historical moment. Bultmannians are quite correct in
emphasizing the significance for eschatology of present authentic
(kenotic) decision. For in such moments the very essence of
Godhood becomes transparent to the believer.
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At the same time, however, interpretation of the notion of
the “ beatific vision ” as involving mediation is capable, it seems,
of rendering future or “final ” eschatology intelligible without
demythologizing these out of theology altogether. For what we
have been referring to as human nature is not only the property
of discrete, isolated individuals but also a characteristic em-
bodied in a race or species in process of development. It is a
collective, evolutionary, and historical phenomenon and not
something consigned in a mutually disparate and static manner
to various atomized individuals. Human nature must be under-
stood as expressing the reality of God in its generic sense and
not just in its privatized sense. Already in the New Testament
St. Paul sensed how the “ mystery ” of God was being unfolded
in a cosmic and historical context centered in the risen body of
Christ. The notion of the soma Christoi is the Pauline way of
linking human nature as individually perfected with human
nature as a collective historical reality.

Thus, “ human nature ” in the plenary sense of a cosmically
rooted, Christ-centered, and historically-ecclesially-sacramentally
extended phenomenon must stand in the foreground when we
say that humanity mediates the immediacy of God (to himself
and to others). Eschatological encounter with God involves
filling out the personal risen body of Christ so as to render
human nature as an evolutionary-social-historical reality, in-
creasingly transparent to the glory of God. The “ resurrection of
the body ” is primordially a communal concept which may be
interpreted as an indispensable condition for beatific vision.
Humanity’s symbolizing of God is not a mere given but a task
also.

InNDIVIDUAL ESCHATOLOGY

Finally, the interpretation of eschatology we have outlined in
this article is open also to understanding the death of individ-
uals as a decisive breakthrough to encounter with God. Death,
however, must not be looked upon merely as something that
imposes itself fatalistically upon us from without or as the mere
occasion for a transition to new life. While death may include
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all of this, the Christian view (which has its roots in the Suffer-
ing Servant theme of Deutero-Isaiah) is that one’s fate can be
surmounted if it is appropriately internalized and converted into
gift for others.?” Death as the final expression of fate which im-
poses itself on us can be converted by faith into a free act well-
ing up from within. Our personal death can be appropriated
(even in the present moment) as our own act and not just as an
extrinsic necessity.?® Thus death can be seen as approaching the
final realization of our individual humanity if it is grasped as the
final expression of self-disposal. But we have already seen that,
where human existence is exercised in such a kenotic manner, it
becomes symbolic of Deity to us for the very reason that it is
God’s way of mediately grasping himself. Death in Christ
means, then, appropriating our death as an element in human
self-realization, and this, as we have attempted to demonstrate,
can be the occasion for a symbolic encounter with the mediated
immediacy of God. What is more, we may confidently assert
that if God apprehends himself through the kenotic activity of
Jesus, then all of those who die in Christ are participants in the
Divine Self-mediation. That is to say, God knows himself and
“ experiences ” himself through genuinely Christian death. If it
is in such human outpouring (always in the context of Christ’s
death, of course) that God’s own inner life is made eminently
lucid to himself, then the Christian’s vision of the Divine glory
may be understood as somehow coinciding with a Christ-like
appropriation of one’s own (and others’) self-abandonment in
death. That such death is at the same time man’s access to
resurrection is a theme which cannot be explored here but one
to which contemporary theology is giving continually more
emphasis.

CoNCLUSION

The above reflections are not intended to specify the precise
content, much less to anticipate the degree of intensity and joy

2¥On this point see Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Ewil, trans. Emerson
Buchanan (Boston: Beacon Press, 1967), pp. 824-26.

8 Karl Rahner, On the Theology of Death, rev. trans. by W. J. O'Hara (New
York: Herder & Herder, 1967).
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involved in what has traditionally been called the beatific vision.
All T have attempted to clarify is that encounter with God does
not preclude the mediation of humanity even when we speak of a
“ final ” eschatological, face to face encounter with God. More-
over, our concern even here has been less to describe the con-
tours of such a future eventuality than to expose the implica-
tions of our concrete involvement with our fellow men here and
now. Such theologians as Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Rahner
have rightly stressed that eschatological assertions must always
have, above all, a contemporary existential bearing. It is hoped
that the interpretation sketched in this article will be taken
primarily as an effort toward elucidation of what is really at
stake in our present socially human situation and that it will
not be viewed as an arrogant attempt to delimit or decipher or
interpolate from the future which, as genuinely Christian escha-
tology always professes, ultimately belongs to God. For if the
implications of present symbolic encounter with God are ade-
quately expressed, then the speculative problem of future vs.
present eschatology may be dissolved and the real problem of
how to render God always present in human existence may
receive its proper emphasis.

Finally, we should recognize that further development of the
theme presented here would have to include a more thorough
scrutiny of St. Thomas’s own eschatological reflections.

Jorx F. HauHT
Georgetown University
Washington, D. C.



WHY DID THE SON OF GOD BECOME MAN?

T IS PERHAPS not altogether otiose to broach—yet again
—one of the most famous questions in theology: if Adam
had not sinned, would the Son of God have become man?.?

In the present article I wish just to take a closer look at the
“Thomist ” view in the light of recent (and not so recent) criti-
cisms. We shall therefore leave out of account such questions as,
Does it matter anyway? or Who cares?? 1 shall also not be dis-
cussing the existence of Adam!

I

To the best of my knowledge, the first writer to ask himself
this question was Irenaeus.?® Adv. Haer. 5,14 is devoted to prov-
ing that if our flesh had not needed saving, Christ would not
have assumed it. He is combatting heretics who denied the
reality of Christ’s body. Irenaeus replies that if Christ has not
taken on flesh and blood he could not have redeemed us (PG
7,1160-1163) . But he also states explicitly: If there were no
flesh to save, the Word of God would never have become flesh.
(1161)

1 Some recent literature on the subject: R. Garrigou-Lagrange, “De motivo
incarnationis,” Acta Acad. Pont. Rom. 8. Thomae 10 (1944), 7-45; J. F. Bonnefoy,
“La question hypothétique,” Rev. Esp. Teol. 14 (1954), 827-368; P. De Letter,
“If Adam had not sinned,” ITQ 28 (1961), 115-125; G. Martelet, “ Sur le motif de
Iincarnation,” in Problémes actuels de christologie, ed. Bougssé-Latour (Paris:
Descleée de Brouwer, 1965), 35-80; G. Tessarolo, La necessita dell’incarnazione
presso Vasquez, Theology Dissertation at the Gregorianum, (Rome 1942). D. J.
Unger, “ The Love of God the primary reason for the incarnation according to
Isaac of Nineveh,” Franc. Stud. 9 (1949), 148-155; “ Robert Grosseteste on the
reasons for the incarnation,” ibid., 16 (1956), 1-86; E. Doyle, “ John Duns Scotus
and the Place of Christ,” Clergy Review 57 (1972), 667-675.

? According to E. Mascall, The Importance of Being Human, (London: Oxford
University Press, 1959), 92-93: “The controversy is largely an academic one.”

¥ Many of the historical data are given by Martelet, op. cif., 46-60.
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Irenaeus was writing about the year 180. Sixty or seventy
years later, Origen asked himself the same question.* “ As long
as there is sin,” he says, “sacrifice must be made. But just
suppose there were no sin: if there had never been sin, there
would have been no need for the Son of God to be made the
Lamb (of sacrifice), and he would not have needed to be
slaughtered in the flesh; he would have remained what he was
in the beginning, God the Word.”

Athanasius® and John Chrysostom ® followed Origen in the
East. In the West, Augustine taught the same doctrine. In
Sermo 1747 he states categorically: If man had not perished,
the Son of Man would not have come. The Gloss has the famous
phrase, “Tolle morbos, tolle vulnera, et nulla est medicinae
causa.”® We find the same doctrine in Cyril of Alexandria,? Leo
the Great,'* Gregory,’ and others.

In the Middle Ages, however, voices of protest began to be
raised. The Fathers, particularly the Greeks, had often put as a
motive of the incarnation the deification or adoption of man,
almost, it would seem, apart from the fact of sin. The first,
however, to answer our question explicitly in the affirmative was
Honorius of Autun (died after 1130) who said that the first
man’s sin was the cause, not of the incarnation but of death and
damnation. The incarnation came about because God had pre-
destined man to deification.*? '

Similar theories were expounded by Rupert of Deutz,'® Alex-
ander of Hales * and Albert the Great.’® Alexander of Hales, for

*In Num. hom. 24, 1, PG 12, 756 (Enchir. Patr. Roust 492).

5 Adv. Arianos Or. 2, 56 (R 265).

$In Heb. hom. 5, 1, (R 1218).

R 1517.

8 Quoted by S. Thomas, Summa Theol., II1, q. 1, a. 8, sed contra, Cf. Augustine,
Enchiridion, 108 (R 1929). '

® De sancta et consub. Trinitate Dialog. 5 (R 2087).

1% Sermo 77, 2 (R 2218).

* Moralia 2, 8, 3 (R 2305).

12 Libellus octo, QQ. de angelis et homine 2, PL 172, 1187.

13 Comment. in Mt. 18, PL 168, 1628.

1+ De Verbo inc., tract. 1, tit. 2 (Quaracchi 4, no. 23).

35 In III Sent., d. 20, a. 4 (Vives 28, 360-362) .
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example (to choose an Englishman) , reasoned as follows. Man’s
happiness must be total. Now man has sensitive and intel-
lectual knowledge. His happiness therefore implies that God
seizes and makes his own both types of knowledge. God must
therefore become incarnate in order to beatify the whole man.
The conclusion is, even without sin, God would have become
man.

St. Thomas first discusses the question in III Sent., d.1, q.1,
a.3.1¢ The text is to be noted carefully:

The truth of this question is known only to God. We can know
what depends solely on the divine will only insofar as we can glean
some knowledge from the writings of the saints to whom God has
revealed his purpose. The canon of Scripture and the quotations
from the Fathers mentioned above (Augustine, Gregory) assign
one cause to the incarnation: man’s redemption from the slavery of
sin. Certain theologians !” say, with great probability, that if man
had not sinned, the Son of God would not have become man. This
is stated explicitly by St. Leo and St. Augustine . . . Other the-
ologians, however, hold that the purpose of the incarnation of the
Son of God was not only freedom from sin, but also the exaltation
of human nature, and the consummation of the whole universe. It
follows that even had there been no sin, the incarnation would have

taken place for these other reasons. This opinion is equally prob-
able.

There are two things to notice about this text: 1) Thomas is
basing his investigations on the data of scripture and tradition.
He is fully aware of diversity of opinion on the point in question;
2) he is also aware that the scriptures are not conclusive, indeed
cannot give an answer at all; and that from the patristic texts,
there are arguments on both sides.

When Aquinas deals with the question again, however, nearly
twenty years later, he has modified his view. The text reads:
“ In scripture the cause of the incarnation is always given as the
sin of the first man. It is therefore more conveniently said that

1% An early work (c. 1256) dating from Thomas’s early twenties.

17 ¢ Quidam “—frequently used by St. Thomas to cover a large number of more
recent magistri like William of Auxerre, Philip the Chancellor, and Grosseteste.
See M. D. Chenu, Introduction & 'étude de saint Thomas (Paris: Vrin, 1954), 232.
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the incarnation is a work ordained by God as a remedy for sin.
So: no sin, no incarnation. However, God’s power is not limited
to this, and even without sin he could have become man ”—a
balanced text showing an unwillingness to come down definitely
on one side or the other but favoring the first alternative.’®

A third and final text from St. Thomas is his commentary on
1 Tim. 1,15: “ It seems evident that if no one had sinned, Christ
would not have become incarnate because he came to save
sinners.” He quotes the Gloss: “ Tolle morbum, et medicinae
non opus erit,” and continues:

But the whole question is not of any great importance, because if
a thing happens it is because God ordered it, and we do not know
what he would have ordered if there had been no sin. Nevertheless,
the authorities are pretty clear that if man had not sinned there
would have been no incarnation, and I think this too (in quam
partem ego magis declino) 1°

Not so Scotus. He disagrees, as ever, with St. Thomas. In a
celebrated text he argues that Christ’s primacy, on scriptural
evidence, is absolute. God created the universe so that Christ
the incarnate Word should be its summit and perfection. The
fall could not be the cause of the incarnation, because that would
mean that God’s supreme work would be merely a means to an
end, in itself.?

Thus we have two series of opinions. The first, from Irenaeus
and Ambrose, leads through Bonaventure to Aquinas. The
other, starting with Honoré d’Autun, includes Alexander of
Hales, Albert and Scotus. The two positions, now commonly
known as Thomist and Scotist, may be summed up thus:

1) Thomist. Scripture always connects the incarnation with sin.

*¢ Summa Theol., 111, q. 1, a. 8. This text is quoted with approval by L. M.
Dewally, Jésus-Christ Parole de Dieu (Paris: Ed. du Cerf, 1969), 36; E. Schille-
beeckx, “ Die Heiligung des Namens Gottes durch die Menschenliebe Jesu des
Christus,” in QGott in Welt, ed. Metz et al. (Freiburg: Herder, 1964), II, 80.

¥ In 1 Tim., lect. 4 (Marietti 40). This work is contemporary with the Tertia
Pars; it dates from 1272-1278.

20 Rep. Paris. 3, 7, 4 (Vivés 23, 301-304). Eng. trans. in J. M. Carmody (ed.),
Christ and his Mission (Westminster, Maryland: Newman Press, 1966), 218-220.
See also R. North, “The Scotist Cosmic Christ,” Acta Cong. Secot. Internat.
(Rome 1968), III, 169-217.
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For example, Lk. 19,10: “The Son of Man came to seek and
save the lost ”; 1 Tim. 1,15: ““ Christ Jesus came into the world
to save sinners ”’; 1 Jn. 8,8: “The reason the Son of God ap-
peared was to destroy the works of the devil.” It is therefore
reasonable to suppose that, if there had been no sin, there would
have been no incarnation either.
2) Scotist. God is love. Love is impelled to communicate itself.
The incarnation is the greatest manifestation of God’s love.
Therefore the decree of the incarnation precedes that of grace
and of the remission of sins. The motive of the incarnation is
thus the diffusion of the divine love. The chief argument for this
view is taken from a comparison of Prov. 8,22; Col. 1,15-20;
Eph. 1,13-14.2
In a word, for the Thomist it is not contradictory to say that
everything is ordained to Christ, and yet that Christ is not
willed independently of sin. For the Scotist it is.

There is a third position which seeks to combine the insights
of both. It is represented by Sudrez, Martelet, and Barden.

" Sudrez has an extremely detailed and complex treatment of
the question, occupying eighty pages of the Vives edition.?* His
position is fundamentally as follows: the incarnation has a
double complete and adequate motive: manifestation of the per-
fection of the divine work and redemption of the human race.
The former reason would have been sufficient on its own even
if man had not sinned, but since sin it is so no longer. There is
one divine decree from all eternity, foreseeing sin and embracing
inseparably the remedy for sin and the completion of crea-
tion. This theory introduces a hypothetical element into God’s
knowledge which is difficult (impossible?) to justify. Sudrez
tried to reconcile the Thomist and Scotist views by widening the

2 K. Adam follows a Scotist line (The Christ of Faith [New York: Mentor-
Omega, 1957], 207-211, 238, 341-342) . For Teilhard’s Scotist view see, for example:
E. Rideau, Teilkard de Chardin. A Guide to his Thought (London: Collins, 1967),
particularly 62 and 880-1; P. Smulders, La vision de Teihard de Chardin (Paris:
Desclée de B., 1965), 247-260; R. d’Ouince, Un prophéte en procés : Teillhard de
Chardin (Paris: Aubier, 1976) II, 183-190; R. L. Faricy, “ Teilhard de Chardin’s
theology of redemption,” TS 27 (1966), 553-579; C. Mooney, “ Teilhard’s approach
to Christology,” TD 15 (1967), 18-25.

22 Vol. 17, pp. 186-266: De incarnatione, q. 1, aa. 3-4, disp. 5.
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seriptural horizon. His efforts, however, met with scant success,
and he has not been followed.

More recently G. Martelet has attempted to find a new solu-
tion to this old problem on lines similar to those of Sudrez.*® In
an article called “A Thomist approach towards Scotism,”2*
W. Barden, too, tries to show that the Thomist and Scotist ap-
proaches are closer than is often imagined. His conclusion is the
same as that of Martelet: God’s will to adopt man is the motive
of the incarnation; the salvation of man supplies the mode.

It seems to me, however, that his position rests on a misunder-
standing of both sides. Briefly:

1) He states that for St. Thomas, the incarnation, the supreme
act of divine self-communication to a creature, is something
incongruous, a sort of madness of divine love. God could not
allow himself this madness unless it were compensated by a bal-
ancing congruity, viz., the salvation of man from sin. In other
words, the only incarnation that God could permit himself is a
redemptive incarnation. This does not, in my opinion, accu-
rately represent Thomas’s position.

2) He states that the argument from convenience used by both
Thomas and Scotus is an a priori form of argument. This is not
true. The principle of convenience is a priori because it is argu-
ing to a conclusion based on congruence: potuit, decuit, fecit.
The argument from convenience simply demonstrates thie fit-
tingness of something known to be so already for other reasons.®

It is on this question that Lonergan and Rahner, too, part
company. Rahner teaches an absolute primacy of Christ 2
Lonergan maintains a Thomist relative primacy only **

2% Apart from the article mentioned in note 1 above, see his “Theologie und
Heilsskonomie in der Christologie der Tertia,” in Gott in Welt (Festbabe XK.
Rahner), ed. Metz et al. (Herder, Freiburg, 1964), II, 3-42. Cf. A. Feuillet, Le
Christ Sagesse de Dieuw (Paris: Gabalda, 1966), 202-218.

2 ITQ 26 (1959), 368-375.

?® F. Ruiz, “El principio de convenienca en cristologia,” Eph. Carm. 16 (1965)
41-70.

26 The Trmzty (London: Burns Oates, 1970); “ Christology within an evolutlon-
ary view,” Investigations 5, 157-192.

2" De constitutione Christi ontologica et psychologica (Rome: Pont. Univ. Greg.,
1964), 58-60.
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1I

To try to resolve this vexed question we must sketch in the
biblical theology behind Christ’s primacy. It will be convenient
to divide our treatment into a series of separate points.

1..Christ’s only name is Savior. I use Savior in a sense
synonymous with Redeemer, viz., one who saves from sin, who
buys back. It is clear from the Old Testament that the prophets
looked forward to one who would save the people from their
transgressions (Ps. 130:8; Jr. 23:6; Is. 53:5; Dn. 9:24; Zech.
3:9). It transpires from the New Testament that this Savior
has come in the person of Jesus Christ (Mt. 1:21; Jn. 8:14; Rm.
3:24; 2 Cor. 5:21; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1: 14; 1 Tm. 1: 15; Heb. 2) . St.
Thomas comments on Lk. 2:21: Christ is given many names in
the Old Testament: Emmanuel (Is. 7:14), Prince of Peace (Is.
9:6), Ruler (Zech. 6:13), etc., but the one name that sums up
all the others is Jesus, which means Savior (est significativum
salutis) 2® Salvation means effecting a total reconciliation be-
tween God and man. Christ stands as the sole mediator between
God and creatures.

This means that Christ is our Savior. He became man for us.
This is explicitly stated in 1 Cor. 1:30. For implies subordina-
tion. Are we therefore to say that the incarnation is simply a
means to the redemption? Is Jesus subordinated to sinful man?
See conclusion 2 below.

2. Predestination of Christ. The biblical notion of predestina-
tion 2® is a divine, eternal, and absolute decree by which God
decrees a thing which has some relation to the scheme of salva-
tion. It is a divine ordination from eternity of things which are
to take place in time.

Now the Bible does not specifically say that Christ was ever
predestined. The Vulgate reading of Rm. 1:4 (5pwofévros from
opulw = determine or declare or designate) —praedestinatus—
is erroneous. Augustine and Thomas both base their theology

28 Summa Theol., I11, q. 37, a. 2, ad 1.
20 F, Prat, The Theology of St. Paul (London: B.O.W., 1926), 433-4.
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on this verse, which is unfortunate, but not necessarily inval-
idating.

If we deny Christ’s predestination, we are forced to conclude
that God changed his mind.*®* We do not have the fall, and then
imagine God’s saying: Well, how are we going to remedy this?
God’s knowledge is supratemporal, everything is eternally pres-
ent®* God’s decree is unique and includes the whole scheme.
And therefore we have to say that Christ was destined to become
man from all eternity.?

8. Pre-existence of Christ. The New Testament is quite clear
(pace Schoonenberg)®* that Christ preexisted from eternity.
“The Word was with God.” This is particularly evident in
Paul, who makes copious use of Old Testament themes. Identi-
fying Christ with wisdom, for example, leads him to attribute
creation and conservation to him. According to the New Testa-
ment, there was never a time when Christ was not. Neverthe-
less, the New Testament authors are equally clear that Christ
showed himself to men at a particular moment, that he had
come to enlighten the world at a precise point in history.

The reason for this apparent dichotomy is that the New Testa-
ment authors do not distinguish two stages in the person of
Christ. They do not think of the Word living with the Father
from all eternity and then becoming flesh. They think of the
one, concrete person Jesus Christ creating in the beginning, and
being made man from Mary.®* Now literally, it does not make
sense to speak of the man Jesus before the birth at Bethlehem, so
how are we to understand this pre-existence of the man Jesus?

2 Summa Theol., II1, q. 24, a. 1 c.

3 Quodl. X1, q. 8 (Marietti, 214).

%2 The predestination of Christ refers, of course, to his humanity. As God Christ
is eternal, and therefore outside time. Hence Toledo XI (675): * Christ was born
of the Father from all eternity, not created and not predestined (against Arius);
but insofar as he was born of the Virgin Mary, we profess that he was born,
created, and predestined.” (DS 536)

38 « Christus zonder tweeheid,” Tijd. wvoor teol. 6 (1966), 289-306 and other
articles.

34 Cf. J. Bonsirven, Théologie du Nouveau Testament (Paris: Aubier, 1951), 403-
404; L. Cerfaux, Le Christ dans la théologie de saint Paul (Paris: Cerf, 1954),
873-4; H. Langkammer, “ Christus mediator creationis,” Verbum Domini, 45
(1967), 201-208.
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It seems that in the mind of the hagiographers, Christ pre-
exists in Old Testament prefiguration. For the Jews this pres-
ence in type was not simply symbolic but the beginning of real
existence. Similarly, for example, the Torah was considered to
have been with God always, even before being formally promul-
gated on Sinai. The Letter to the Hebrews (8:5) attributes a
similar preexistence to the sanctuary and the mosaic rites.®
Jesus was always God and man, always a creature, but somehow
above our time. He lived on the plane of salvation decree.
Prat 3¢ disagrees with this exegesis, Bonsirven and Cerfaux *
both accept it. Benoit has given a detailed defense of it.28

It must be admitted that Thomas seems not to have known
of this. Thus in I,q.45,a.5 creation is given as a mystery in the
eternal Word, but not in Jesus (Martelet) . This does not seem
to reflect the biblical doctrine. Cf. also Comp. Theol. c.96.

4. Primacy of Christ. The biblical notion of Christ’s primacy
is complex. 1) It includes the idea that Christ is the first of the
series of created beings (Col. 1:15). Christ is also outside the
series, because as the divine Word he participates in the action
of creation. He is also the first to rise from the dead; he in-
augurates the last times; he is the eschatological point of depar-
ture. 2) Christ is also the first in rank.*® 8) Everything depends
on Christ. He created all things, and holds them in being, and
everything tends to him.** 4) He is the principle of cohesion,
reducing everything to unity. Thus Eph. 1:10. The Greek word
dvakepaladoasfor means repeat, reduce to a main point, reca-
pitulate, reassume. In the context it means to recapitulate
(give a head to) the whole universe. Everything is subordinated

35 L. Malevez, “ Le message de Jésus et histoire du salut,” NRT 89 (1967), 132.

28 Theology of St. Paul (London: B.0. W, 1927), I, 115-116.

7 References in note 84 above.

38 « Préexistence et incarnation,” RB 77 (1970), 5-29.

32 JB note to Col. 1:15.

°See also J. H. Wright, “The consummation of the universe in Christ,” -
Gregorianum 39 (1958), 285-294; G. Bonnefoy, “ Il primato di Cristo nella teologia
contemporanea,” in Problemi ¢ orientamenti di teologia dommatica (Milan:
Marzorati, 1957), II, 123-236; P. Munoz, “La mediacién del Logos preexistente a
la encarnacién en Eusebio de Cesirea,” Estud. Ecles. 43 (1968), 381-414; F. M.

Braun, “La seigneurie du Christ dans le monde selon saint Jean,” Rev. Thom. 67
(1967), 357-386.
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to Christ the head, and to his Church. Cf. Eph. 1:22. The
capitulation of everything in Christ is realized in the Church.
This concept of Christ as the focal point of the universe is justi-
fied in Paul, for whom the Redeemer is the principle which
reduces everything to a unity. Christ has absolute primacy in
the order of salvation.**

Christ’s primacy has a special modality, that of redemption.
Christ enjoys primacy as Savior. Now either the incarnation is
redemptive or it is not. In the logical order, incarnation of an-
other type is not denied. Redemption and incarnation are not
intrinsically connected. But in the historical order, only one in-
carnation is known and only one Christ. Christ crucified realizes
the conflux of all creation.

Consider the following argument. Col. 1:26 states that Christ
is the cause and end of everything. His task is to restore every-
thing and bring it to perfection. The conflux of the universe is
realized according to an ordered scheme which means subordina-
tion. Christ, head of the Church, recapitulates in himself all
things because they are ordained to Christ the Church: “He is
the head of the body the Church; he is the beginning, the first-
born from the dead, that in everything he might be pre-
eminent ” (Col. 1:18). Domination over creation exceeds,
spatially speaking, domination over the Church, and Christ’s
first definition is thus Head of Creation. In other words, one
cannot argue: Christ is head of the Church, and therefore head
of the universe (as the Thomists do) but rather the other way
round. On biblical principles, creation comes before redemption.

The position just described is untenable, because spatial
domination is not primacy. Christ exercises dominion over the
universe as head of the Church.** The Church is at once part of
the universe and its influxive center. The Church is Christ’s

4T A, Feuillet, Le Christ Sagesse de Dieu (Paris: Gabalda, 1966), 202; J. M.
Dufort, “La récapitulation paulinienne dans lexégése des péres,” Sc. Eccles. 12
(1960), 21-38; I. H. Dalmais, “ La fonction unificatrice du Verbe incarné dans les
oeuvres spirituelles de saint Maxime le Confesseur,” ibid., 14 (1962), 445-459; J.
Daniélou, La Résurrection (Paris: Ed. du Seuil, 1969), 68-69.

42 John Eriugena, Homilia in Jn. 1:23, Sources Chrétiennes 151, ed. E. Jeauneau
(Paris: Ed. du Cerf, 1969), 310.
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body and as such makes him present to the world in a visible
fashion. Cf. Eph. 1:22-28: “ And God has put all things under
his feet and has made him the head over all things for the
Church which is his Body, the fulness of him who fills all in
all.” 4

The Church’s centrality is indicated by its position in the
mystery of God’s salvific will. This mystery is not cosmogonic,
but Christ (1 Cor. 2:7-8), Christ in us (Eph. 3:9), Christ
Crucified (1 Cor. 1:23), Christ Risen (1 Cor. 15:12), preached
by the prophets and Paul, and manifested in the Church: *“ That
through the Church the manifold wisdom of God might now be
made known to the principalities and powers in the heavenly
place ” (Eph. 3:10). There is but one mystery in three stages:
wisdom, Christ, the Church.*

5. Incarnation of the Son only. The Thomistic thesis *° is as
follows: the assumptive potency is common to Father, Son, and
Spirit. Although only the Son became incarnate, any of the
three Persons could have done so.® St. Anselm held a contrary
view *" and so does Rahner.

For the Thomist thesis we may argue as follows.*® Christ is
the image of God. He is the exemplar, the pattern on which
man was made. To reconcile humanity with God, it was fitting
for the Son to become man rather than the Father or Spirit. The
second person of the Trinity thus creates and recreates. Simi-
larly Christ is the Word, the Logos by which the Father eter-
nally expresses himself. The immanent Trinity is the economic
Trinity: just as Christ expresses the Father in eternity, so he
expresses the Father also in time.** Christ is the mediator who

#* RSV translation, The English JB is erroneous, the French JB non-committal.

44 These are also the conclusions of O. Cullmann, Christology of the New Test-
ament (London: SCM Press, 1959 and 1963), 228-230, and E. Kiisemann, Jesus
means Freedom (London: SCM Press, 1969), 67-68.

** Summa Theol., II1, q. 8, a. 5.

4 B. Lonergan, De constitutione Christi (Rome: P.U.G., 1964), par. 61.

*" De Fide Trin. 4 (Corona I, 64-65); Cur Deus Homo 2, 9 (Corona I, 180-181),
quoted by Thomas Aquinas, III Sent., d. 1, q. 2, a. 3.

8 ITT Sent., d. 1, q. 2, a. 2.

@ Ct. IV Cont. Gent., c. 42; Y. Congar, “ Dum Deum visibiliter cognoscimus,”
Maison-Dieu 59 (1959), 182-161.
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communicates the Father’s will to us, and our response to the
Father’s initiative. Communication is through the body. Christ
became man.%®

This does not mean, however, that the Father could not have
become man. We cannot put a limit on God’s absolute power.
It is true that the Father is, by the very fact of being Mystery,
unapproachable and ungenerated. It is also true that in the
actual economy the economic Trinity reproduces the pattern of
the immanent Trinity insofar as Christ has revealed it to us. But
it is not a priori impossible for the Father to be born in time.
In his divine nature the Father is unborn, but could have be-
come man in time. The incarnation in that case could not have
been called a mission,” it would have been another type of in-
carnation. This Thomist position is admittedly weak, but it is
not essential to the Thomist position on the motive of the in-
carnation, despite misconceptions to the contrary (see conclu-
sion 3 below) .

6. The messianic blessings (eschatological shalom) need not
have been willed by God on any hypothesis whatever.

Paul’s letter to the Romans stresses the superiority of Christ’s
gift to man. If Adam’s sin caused the damnation of all, justifica-
tion delivers all not only from that sin, but from every sin. The
reign of death gives way to the reign of life. In other words,
solidarity in Christ does more for our good than solidarity in
Adam for our harm. This is specifically stated in Rom. 5:15-17,
but it is also the theme of the first eight chapters of the Letter.
To stress the wonder of God’s consummate justice, Paul con-
trasts man’s present state with the negative theme of human-
ity’s misery without Christ. Sinful man at first sight sets at
nought God’s designs of love, but, to the contemplative theo-
logian, sin has enabled God to display his love with all the
greater force.%

The Cross is the supreme proof of God’s love (Rom. 5:8;

5°Cf. In Col., lect. 4 (Marietti 29-43).

52 III Sent., d. 1, q. 2, a. 8, ad 3.

52 A. Feuillet, “Le plan salvifique de Dieu d’aprés VEpitre aux Romains,” RB
57 (1950), 836-387, 489-529; 11 Sent., d. 29, q. 1, a. 3, ad 4.
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1 Jn. 3:16; Eph. 5:2). From permitted sin arises something
greater. In the words of Feuillet, the apex of God’s self-giving
1s Christ crucified.’® In other words, it seems to be Paul’s teach-
ing that God’s love has reached the summit, beyond which even
God’s love cannot go, not in Christ as such but in the crucified
and risen Christ, in the Christ who shed his blood to save men
from their sins. This is why we find Adam’s sin apostrophized
in the Fathers as a happy fault. For example, Ambrose says:
“ Adam’s sin was more fruitful than damaging because it gave
rise to the redemption ” **; “ My fault has become the cause of
my redemption . . . it is more fruitful than my innocence would
have been  5%; “ Felix ruina, quae reparatur in melius.” 58

7. The hypothetical question. It has been said % that the
hypothesis, if man had not sinned, is sheer possibility and has
nothing to do with the incarnation. Of the possibility of other
economies we know and can know nothing.

However, if properly understood, the hypothetical question
“can throw a definite light on our present situation.”®® It is
used correctly, for example, by J. A. Baker in “ The Foolishness
of God ” %% “ If Herod the Great had risen from the dead, this
would not have been tolerable to reason as a testimony to God
. . . Conversely, if Jesus had not been vindicated (by being
raised from the dead), and in a way which demanded a divine
action as its cause, the glorious hope would not have been
refuted, but it would have remained—a hope.”

Tt is misused by Martelet. He argues: the world without grace
is a possible but unreal hypothesis. The conclusion is Christ’s

52 Cf. also what used to be the prayer at the Offertory: *mirabiliter creasti et
mirabilius reformasti ”; Comp. Theol., c. 287.

®¢ De inst. virg. 17, 104. PL 16, 346.

¥ De Jacob et vita beata 1, 6, 21. PL 14, 637.

5¢ Ennar. in Ps 389, PL 14, 1116.

57J. F. Bonnefoy, see note 1. Cf. C. Butler, “ The Theology of Vatican IIL”
DLT (London, 1967 and 1968), 155: “ The medieval question itself (whether the
incarnation would have occurred if man had not fallen) . .. seems to express an
adventure into the unreal field of impossible hypotheses.”

58 P De Letter (note 1 above), 115.

5 DLT (London, 1970), 278-2179.
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priority: if there is grace, it is gratuitous; if there is Christ, he
has primacy. From the possibility of a non-elevated human
nature, the conclusion is that grace is gratuitous. Similarly from
the unreal hypothesis, If Adam had not sinned, the conclusion
is that Christ has primacy.

Yes, but only primacy with regard to sin. The hypothesis is
limited to one condition, and therefore the conclusion must be,
too. Perhaps we can make this clearer still. Martelet is in effect
asking whether Christ’s primacy (Col. 1:16; Eph. 1:2-10), on_
New Testament data, is absolute or relative. To find out, he
puts himself the hypothesis of a world without sin. On this
hypothesis, would Christ have become man? Yes, he answers,
because Christ is willed from eternity. Therefore, he concludes,
his primacy is absolute. This is begging the question: we have
precisely to prove that Christ is willed from eternity even in a
(hypothetical) world without sin. The reasoning should be: a
world without sin is a possibility; therefore, if there is sin,
Christ’s primacy concerns sin.

8. Rahner. There is some slight unease abroad concerning
Rahner’s application of the transcendental method to theology.
For Rahner, as for Kant and Heidegger, transcendentals are the
a priori conditions of spiritual activity, the conditions which
make an object of thought or willing possible. Rahner tries to
counterbalance the objectivism of classical theology in which
the statements of Christian belief can seem mythical because
they have no connexion with man’s experience in his effort at
self-understanding. According to this view, the theologian’s
task is to show the link between statements of Christian belief,
as found in the various professions of faith, and man’s contempo-
rary self-understanding.

The whole problem here is the articulation between human
existence as an a priori transcendental of faith and Christianity
as a historical a posteriori. Rahner certainly avoids deducing
Christianity from the a priori conditions of the spirit. But he
leaves the impression that the only a priori conditions of the
spirit that he retains are those which are needed for revelation to
respond to. Does this not risk leaving out of account certain
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aspects of revelation? The word of God is not sufficiently re-
spected in itself: instead of commanding the whole of man’s
theological understanding, it becomes merely the occasion of
man’s own theological self-understanding.®

Congar, citing Lohfink, has the same criticism.** Rahner does
not accept the given of Scripture but tends to elaborate a system
or framework of philosophical concepts into which he fits scrip-
ture. The bent of his mind is above all philosophical and strives
to approach questions by deepening the concepts involved; it
is transcendental, in that it tries to establish what the reality
considered supposes on the part of the considering subject.
There is great power here, a source of intellectual strength and
new ways of looking at questions. But it also imposes a rigid
conditioning on the part of the theologian whose main task is
to listen to the word of God.

111

After these lengthy preliminaries, we are now in a position to
draw our conclusion.

1. On the precise hypothetical question the answer must be
that we do not know, as God has not revealed it. But certainly
from what we do know, it is more biblical and more realistic
to answer in the negative, with St. Thomas.®* The biblical justi-
fication for the Thomist view can be summed up in three
phrases:

A) The only Christ we know is the crucified and risen Lord,
whose death and resurrection were interpreted by Christ himself
as salvific (point 1 above). * Christianity’s fundamental con-
viction on redemption and grace is such that all men are offered

% For these two paragraphs, see C. Geffré, RSPT 54 (1970), 345-347.

81 Ibid., 868-369. Ci. Y. Congar, “ Bulletin de théologie,” RSPT 56 (1972),
811-312.

%2'W. Farrell, 4 Companion to the Summa (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1948),
IV, 20-30. My own view, I think, is stronger than St. Thomas’s. He concedes
“ equal probablity ” to the “ Scotist” position, while yet adopting the “ Thomist ”
one. To my mind this is too charitable a concession to his opponents. The most
we could allow, from all that has been said, is that the Scotist position is “ possible.”
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divinizing and forgiving grace, but in such a way that a) only in
Christ, and not simply as man, and b) only as sin-forgiving is it
given. This is already clear from Jesus’ own interpretation of
his death as redemption for all.” ¢

B) Christ enjoys primacy not as Christ in the abstract but as
crucified and risen (point 6 above). This is Pauline teaching
(points 2, 8, 4 above) . But Christ’s death and resurrection are
salvific. Therefore Christ enjoys primacy only as Savior.**

C) According to Eph. 1:22-28, Christ enjoys cosmic primacy
as head of the Church. The Church’s function in history is
salvific (origin in the flow of blood and water from Christ’s
side) . Therefore the incarnation (of which the Church is the
asymptotic prolongation) is never considered apart from salva-
tion.

Conclusion: a Christ who would be incarnated but not redeemer
falls totally outside the biblical perspectives.

2. This position does not reduce Christ to a mere means. Ac-
cording to 1 Cor. 1: 80, Christ’s priority is not absolute, that is,
there is a certain dependence on redemption. Similarly we might
say (as Thomas does) that the king exists for the rustic. This
can be expressed by saying that the finis cuius gratia is first and
foremost Jesus; the finis cui is the redemption. This is the same
as saying that Christ’s primacy takes on the special modality of
redemption.

3. Dato non concesso that only the Son could become in-
carnate, it would be because there is only one decree of salvation
embracing equally creation and redemption.®® The pattern on
which God created the universe is not simply the man Jesus but
the crucified and risen man Jesus. One cannot possibly conclude,

%3 K. Rahner, “ Erbsiinde,” Saaramentum Mundi (Freiburg: Herder, 1967), 1,
1110.

8¢ F. Amiot, Les idées maitresses de saint Paul (Paris: Cerf, 1959 and 1962),
41-46; S. Lyonnet, “La valeur sotériologique de la résurrection du Christ selon
saint Paul,” Greg. 39 (1958), 295-318.

% “ From eternity God, . . . decreed to create the race of man, and foreseeing
the fall of Adam decreed to redeem the whole race by the Son’s taking flesh,”
J. H. Newman, Meditations and Devotions (London: Longmans, 1953, 1968, 1967).
Cf. Vat. II, Lumen Gentium, c. 2; IV Sent., d. 48, q. 1, a. 2, qch., ad 2.
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with any show of logicality, from Paul’s doctrine of Christ the
Wisdom of God, that God created with a view to a non-redemp-
tive incarnation, which is the Scotist position. To say, on the
other hand, that for Paul and John God created foreseeing a
redemptive incarnation in Jesus Christ is to say:

(a) that there is only one salvation decree embracing creation
and redemption;

(b) that this salvation decree is not the only possible one, be-
cause God created and recreated in freedom:

—which is the Thomist position.

4. Scotus’s conclusion does not follow from his premises.
Thomas admits the force of Ps. Denis’s apophthegm *“ Bonum
diffusivum sui,” ® but where he concludes to the convenience of
the incarnation, Scotus concludes to its necessity.®’

5. Martelet’s attempt at a compromise breaks down because of
his misunderstanding (and therefore misuse) of the hypothet-
ical question in theology (point 7 above). In any case, what he
adopts from Scotus (the fact that the motive of the incarnation
is divinization) has been shown to fall outside the biblical per-
spectives. Further, he is forced to appeal to the spirit of the
Fathers’ writings, not only the letter.®® This already gives rise
to suspicion: recourse to the spirit means that his theory does
not square properly with the letter.

6. It is still possible, as Thomas points out, that the “ Scotist ”
view represents the facts, because “ the full truth of the question
is known only to God.” But it remains a sheer hypothesis with-
out any evidence in revelation.®® As a pure theological exercise,
one could even elaborate a whole system using it as a working

% K. g., Summa Theol., X1, q. 1, a. 1; In Dion. De div. nom., lect. 1, cap. 4,
textus 95 (Marietti, 269-271).

%7 John Damascene concluded, from the nature of divine love as diffusive, to the
necessity of creation (De fide orth. 2, 2. PG 94, 864-865). But then his theology
of creation had lost the salvific bias of earlier theology: L. Scheffezyk, “ Schopfung
und Vorsesung,” Handbuch der Dogmengeschichte 11, 2a, ed. Schmaus-Grillmeier
(Freiburg: Herder, 1968), 111.

%8 “ Qur le motif de Pincarnation” (note 1), 76.

80 A. Feuillet writes: “The question whether God would have been incarnate
if man had not sinned is properly speaking insoluble from scripture” (Le Christ
Sagesse de Dieu, 212).
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basis, but it would not perhaps find many adherents. This is
perhaps why Rahner’s method is criticized: it is often more
philosophical than biblical-theological (point 8 above). Thus,
although it is perfectly legitimate, as a philosophical process, to
speculate on what would have happened if . . ., one immediately
puts oneself outside the framework of salvation history. There
is no reason to suppose that God has revealed anything outside
salvation history. The Father is revealed as the author of salva-
tion; the Spirit is revealed in a strongly salvific context as Coun-
sellor and animator of the Church in history; the Word is not
revealed as pre-existent apart from history (point 8 above); if
creation is attributed to the Word—which according to “ Scot-
ist ” writers implies that the Word has a function that 1s not
salvific—it is only insofar as creation is itself salvific. If, there-
fore, Rahner answers our question in the affirmative, he has
simply left the realm of theology, because he is no longer ponder-
ing the given of salvation history.

7. Finally, Rahner’s idea that the structure of man is such
that he needs the incarnation of the Logos is an example of what
Schillebeeckx would call an essentialistic proposition, that is,
one that is theologicaily unfounded.” That man needs Christ is
not a datum of revelation. The only datum of scripture in this
sense, if the Bible is nothing but the announcement of salvation,
is that sinful man needs Christ the Redeemer. Revelation knows
only sinful man and Christ the Redeemer (that is, man as con-
ditioned by the existentials of original sin and objective justifica-
tion) ; it has nothing to say about man apart from his present
condition, or about Christ apart from his redemptive function as
the focus and consummation of salvation history. It could well
be that man as such needs the incarnation of the Logos as such;
but our source of information for such a statement could not
possibly be revelation, and therefore lies outside the immediate
scope of theology. It would be essentialistic where the Bible is
existential.

JEREMY MOISER
Oscott College
Warwicks, England

7 “ Die Heiligung des Namens Gottes” (see note 18 above), 77-78.



THE ROLE OF NEGATIVE ABSOLUTES IN
MORAL THEOLOGY: A NOTE

[ 5]

both in his being and in his becoming puts moral theol-

ogy in a position not unlike that of the woman who con-
fided to her grown daughter: “The two great problems of my
life have been your father and the stove; every time I turned to
watch one, the other went out.” In our time man’s being
threatens to “ go out” on moral theology. This can happen if
moral theology looks away from negative absolutes. The neces-
sity and origin of such absolutes is the subject of the following
reflections.

How is man aware of absoluteness at all? This question under-
lies the question of moral absolutes.

Prominent in man’s consciousness is a type of absoluteness
that can be called logical absoluteness. To experience this the
reader is invited to voice the proposition: The whole is greater
than the part. He will recognize that his utterance has the
ability to withstand contradiction always and everywhere. Its
pure logical consistency is the bond of rational discourse among
men. Logical absoluteness, however, is not moral absoluteness.
The reason for saying this is that man does not experience moral
propositions as having logical absoluteness. For example, con-
sider this principle: It is never licit to kill directly an innocent
person. If you state its opposite, you do not create the inherent
contradiction which you do when you say: The whole is not
greater than the part. Besides this direct recognition, there is
another reason why logical absoluteness cannot be identified
with moral absoluteness. Moral acts take place in the real
order—Adolph Hitler was really a mass murderer, and Pope
John was really a kind man—and to insist that the real order
coincide with the logical order produces a philosophical Idealism.

306

THE DIFFICULT TASK of trying to comprehend man
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The failure of logical absoluteness to ground moral absolutes
does not, however, necessarily doom the latter to irrelevancy.
Man has a second type of consciousness of absoluteness. This is
his awareness of absoluteness in the ontological order. While
not so clear as his awareness of logical absoluteness, it is by no
means an inferior type. Just the opposite. Logical absoluteness
is not the model for ontological absoluteness, but rather is its
servant.

Man discovers this ontological absoluteness by reflecting not
on his navel but rather on his identity as a person. In acknowl-
edging his continuity in the process of becoming, man asserts
that he is somehow the owner of the process rather than its
property. Moreover, such ownership is seen as necessarily un-
circumscribed by boundary lines. Were it not uncircumscribed,
man could read the deed of his being and thus grasp himself as a
fait accompli—an especially unpalatable conclusion for modern
man.

To say that man is aware of the absoluteness of being is to
say that he recognizes that as a person he transcends time and
space. It is not to say that he acknowledges pure absoluteness,
though he may realize that it is possible for him to move in this
direction. St. John expresses this when he writes, “ Beloved, we
are God’s children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be,
but we know when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall
see him as he is. And every one who thus hopes in him purifies
himself as he is pure.” (I John 8: 2-3)

Precisely because man’s absoluteness is not yet pure, its ex-
pression is a problem. If man tries formally to express the
absoluteness of his being he will perforce crowd out the expres-
sion of his becoming. The result will be a trip down the road
toward monism. On the other hand, if man does not effec-
tively express the absoluteness of his being, he will be swept
away in the flood of becoming.

Negative moral absolutes solve this problem of expression
and reflect, inasmuch as every negation must ultimately be
based on an affirmation, the absoluteness (i.e., the achieved



308 JAMES W. DEADDER

being) of man. Inasmuch as negative absolutes do not posi-
tively affirm the absoluteness of man, they avoid exposing such
absoluteness on a conceptual level to the contradiction of human
becoming. Thus it is possible for man to express his absolute
dignity by such an injunction as: Killing the innocent directly
is never licit, without equating himself to God.

Underlying the foregoing explanation is, of course, the premise
that the moral order is oriented to the fulfillment of the onto-
logical order. Unfortunately, this premise is often obscured be-
cause compliance is placed as the dominant goal of moral action.
Under the sovereignty of compliance man recognizes himself
only as an agent designated to perform tasks separate from his
core-self. He likens himself to a contractor who is commissioned
to build according to architects’ blueprints. He considers him-
self moral if he, too, “ adheres to specifications.” Compliance
is seen as bringing rewards up to, and including, membership in
the eschatological Kingdom of God. Yet, in spite of promised
rewards, stress on compliance tends to alienate man. He feels
the urge to revolt and “ do his own thing.” Such uprising is not
necessarily inspired by human perversity. To say, on the one
hand, that man can experience the absolute in himself, and to
say, on the other hand, that compliance is his ultimate goal, is
not a paradox; it is a contradiction. Even the time-honored
styling of man as the servant of God deserves review today;
here again, not because of insurgent pride, but because in a fast-
moving world we tend to overlook the warning sign, ANALOGY.
Careless univocal designation of man as servant to God—with
the acme of his perfection in compliance—is simply unfair to the
being of man. Moreover, it clashes with the Johannine emphasis
on the superiority of friendship over servitude (John 15: 15).
With compliance properly subordinated to being, however, man
is able to return to his true self, and to the true worship of God.
Being through becoming (in Christ as Zenith) is recognizable
as the ultimate goal of man’s activity, and compliance is for the
purpose thereof. Consequently, the principle underlying nega-
tive moral absolutes is this: man is always and everywhere
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bound by negative rules, not in virtue of what he must not do
but in virtue of who he s.

A look at how man discovers who he is will further clarify the
role of negative moral absolutes. The process is a communal one
carried on in materiality. Space and time are, therefore, the
dimensions in which the ever increasing (or decreasing) aware-
ness of man’s being takes place. These dimensions dictate that
the process be an inductive operation. Therefore, since experi-
ence, hypothesis, and trial-and-error verification mark the way
to man’s understanding of who he is, they likewise mark the way
to the formulation of negative moral absolutes. However, it
should be noted that the induction spoken of here has an aspect
not found in ordinary scientific induction. This moral induction,
while it also proceeds from sense experience, ultimately results
in an understanding of the one who experiences as well as his
experience. It thus conveys an absoluteness which would of
necessity be foreign to the process of induction as carried on by
what we today term “ science.”

It might seem that such inductive derivation of negative
moral absolutes would conflict with the function of the Church’s
teaching authority. However, I believe that it does not. From
a natural standpoint, social authority is required to preserve
what the community has inductively achieved in understanding
man’s being. For example, we readily call upon our Bill of
Rights. Authority also functions to propose legal hypotheses to
promote our well-being. These in turn are subjected to verifica-
tion by acceptance or rejection, as happened to Prohibition.
Now when we consider that the Church promotes in a non-alien
way the even more real becoming of man (“ I have come so that
they may have life and have it to the full.” John 10: 10),
inductive derivation of moral absolutes—with the resulting in-
tensity of conviction peculiar to the believer-—can be seen as
intimately connected with the Church’s teaching authority.

An infallible pronouncement of a negative moral absolute,
admittedly hard to find, does not have to be seen as an exclusive
revelation from God. It can be seen, I believe, as the definitive
confirmation of a moral truth of which the faithful have already
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gained some awareness. For example, if there should be a papal
definition of the absolute wrongfulness of directly killing the
innocent, this would not be the injection of a truth by the Pope
into the community of believers. It would rather be the solemn
ratification, in virtue of man fulfilling his being through faith in
Christ and his Church, of a conviction which, by an inductive
process, had already entered the consciousness of mankind.

Furthermore, a non-infallible pronouncement seems to me not
only not to contradict the inductive derivation of negative moral
absolutes but to promote it actively. This type of magisterial
teaching calls not for irreformable acceptance but for religious
submission of mind and will. On the one hand, such submission
allows—with all of the proper conditions met—the possibility
of the believer’s remaining open for the non-verification of the
pronouncement. On the other hand, in a positive vein, such
submission invites the believer to accept the teaching and live
with it in such a way that it becomes recognized as expressing
the absoluteness he himself has achieved in the community of
the faithful.

It is worth pointing out again that this recognition is not the
shout of “Q.E.D.” The perception of negative moral absolutes
is the experience of each moral agent, an experience especially
enhanced for those in the community of faith which is the
Church. Demonstration may have helped to bring the subject
to the experience, or demonstration may flow from the experi-
ence. Ultimately, however, the experience of moral absoluteness
is deeper than demonstration; its homeland is not logic but
being.

Seeing negative moral absolutes as reflecting the achieved
being (absoluteness) of man can, I think, offer a possible answer
to those who question the necessity of such absolutes. For ex-
ample, the well-known moral theologian, Charles E. Curran, has
attempted to show that Roman Catholic theology is not unalter-
ably committed to a generic insistence on absolute norms in
ethical conduct.) His method is to dispute two alleged sources

* Charles E. Curran, A New Look at Christian Morality (Notre Dame, Indiana:
Fides Publishers, 1968), pp. 73-123.
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of absolutism: natural law and the teaching authority of the
Church. In addition, he maintains that a new ecclesiological and
sociological understanding of the Church, on the one hand, and
a new theological method, on the other, undermine the tradi-
tional support for moral absolutes. Father Curran’s arguments
would be compelling except for the fact, I believe, that natural
law and the teaching authority of the Church are not really the
ultimate fonts of negative moral absolutes.

Father Curran points out that natural law ““ does not desig-
nate a monolithic philosophical system with an agreed upon
code of ethical conduct which has existed throughout the history
of the Catholic Church.” T agree with this statement. What I
say in addition, however, is that because absoluteness is not
found in a philosophy of natural law, we are not precluded from
finding absoluteness in the being of the philosopher himself.
This is what I tried to do above. Moreover, an inductive
journey to moral absolutes would not seem to need the aid of a
perennially existing philosophical roadmap of ethical conduct.

In like manner, I think that the teaching authority of the
Church is not the basic source of the absoluteness expressed by
negative moral absolutes. While the Magisterium plays an
essential role in the development of awareness of moral absolute-
ness in the subjects who constitute the community of believers,
it does not inject absoluteness itself. It could only do so by
exercising a voluntarism transmitting a direct ontological expe-
rience of the Divine Will. Since such a moral Ontologism is
unacceptable, the Magisterium must be seen as the educer,
rather than the creator, of absoluteness. Thus the development
in official teaching, of which Father Curran speaks, would not
seem to me to be out of phase with the process of magisterial
education. For example, I believe that we are just now arriving
at the absolute wrongfulness of forced self-incrimination.

Neither do I think that negative absolutes should be retired
from moral theology because they do not receive the same sup-
port from the new ecclesiological and sociological understanding
of the Church as they received from an older, more authoritarian
perception. If you grant that the absoluteness of negative moral



312 JAMES W. DEADDER

absolutes is not imposed upon man ab extra, the decline of
authoritarian support is not necessarily to be lamented. Rather,
it even can be approved. If authority contributes the major
support to moral absolutes beyond the time of historical neces-
sity, it can prevent man from developing the sense of his own
being which these absolutes are meant to reflect.

Lastly, I do not see the replacement of a classicist theological
methodology by an historically conscious methodology as ob-
viating negative absolutes. I admit that it would do so if moral
absoluteness were logical absoluteness. In such a case, given the
demise of classicist methodology, the moral consciousness would
no longer have a deductive gridwork to travel from universal
principle to particular conclusion. Without this gridwork there
would be no unity and therefore no absoluteness in any moral
conclusion. However, with moral absoluteness seen not as flow-
ing from a logical gridwork, but rather as an ontological achieve-
ment along an inductive path, the methodology must be his-
torically conscious.

In conclusion, let me say that by no means do I think that
negative moral absolutes are essentially the whole of moral
theology. They do, I believe, represent moral theology’s systolic
grasp of man’s being. Together with such an achievement goes
an equally important diastolic thrust into man’s becoming. This
is the area of behavior in which the diversity of circumstances is
potentially unlimited. Both the systolic and the diastolic must
be found in moral theology until man has finished his journey
through time. Only then will God be All in All.

James W. DEADDER
Pope John XXIII National Seminary
Weston, Massachusetts



SCIENCE AND RELIGION IN DESCARTES’
MEDITATIONS?

(o

I

ESCARTES’ WORK HAS always been among the most
D problematic in the history of philosophy, combining, as

it does, genius and clarity with apparent inconsistency
and circularity. Since these latter difficulties generally involve
a tension between theological and rationalistic strains in his
thought, they have occasioned such explanations as the “ dual
allegiance ” theory, according to which Descartes was so
strongly under the influence of his Catholic training, and took
his religious beliefs so for granted, that he failed to perceive that
they were challenged by his rationalist philosophy; and the
“ insincerity > theory, according to which he was aware that his
religious statements conflicted with his rationalism, but main-
tained them for prudential reasons, such as to Ingratiate him-
self with the powerful church. The former view may thus be
said to give the benefit of the doubt to Descartes’ honesty, the
latter to his acuity.

The latter view has never been the dominant one, though it
has been advocated periodically, beginning with some of Des-
cartes’ contemporaries. Bernard Williams, in his article on
Descartes in The Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (New York and
London: Macmillan, 1967) , writes that Descartes’ suppression
of his early treatise, Le Monde, when he learned of Galileo’s
condemnation,

reveals that spirit of caution and conciliation toward authority
which was very marked in him (and which earned the disapproval
of some, including Leibniz and Bossuet). The suppression also

*For much in this article I am indebted to Richard Kennington and Stanley
Rosen.
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affected the subsequent course of his publications, which were from
then on strategically designed to recommend his less orthodox views
in an oblique fashion. (p. 344)

This is, I think, undeniable. The question is, how unorthodox
were his “less orthodox ” views, and would his “ obliqueness ”’
extend to presenting unorthodox views masked as orthodox
views which he believed to be false? 2

Betty Powell has made use of this theory in a recent paper,?
arguing that Descartes was more of a mechanist than commonly
supposed and that his dualism was ultimately an explanatory
rather than substantial dualism. Descartes” attitude, she claims,
was that the mind which explains the world in mechanistic terms
cannot itself be regarded mechanistically, or an infinite regress
would develop which would render the explanation uncom-
pleteable. She suggests that Descartes posited mind as distinet
from body so that it would function in explanation as outside
the events to be explained, thus precluding an infinite regress.
Thus it does not entail, she points out, the belief that men are
not machines. To be sure, Descartes speaks as if it does; but she
gives evidence that, for reasons of personal prudence in an age
of persecution and concern for public morality in an age of
dogmatic faith, Descartes was sometimes careful not to reveal
his true views to the reader.

I am interested here not so much in examining Miss Powell’s
thesis in particular as the general attitude toward Descartes
which it implies. If, as this theory suggests, Descartes was
capable of dissimulation so as to present his unorthodox views in
the guise of orthodoxy, does it mean that we cannot trust his
orthodox statements at all, and must be suspicious of his philos-
ophy wherever it seems at all orthodox, such as in his theology

2 The term “orthodoxy” in this context is somewhat ambiguous, since, if one
takes orthodoxy to mean 17th century Thomism, Descartes is not orthodox in any
case. In what follows I shall use “orthodox” (if not quite accurately) to refer
to theological views which might be acceptable to, though not necessarily identical
with, the prevailing orthodoxy.

3 “ Descartes’ Machines,” in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 71 (1970-1),
Pp. 209-22.
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or his anti-materialism? The present study is an attempt to
discover what sort of picture of Descartes’ philosophy would
emerge from such an interpretation, and what evidence exists
for it.

There is no question that Descartes sometimes acted from
motives of personal prudence, such as in his suppression of
Le Monde, and it is also obvious that he was aware of the danger
to public morality posed by any statements that might under-
mine religious faith. Near the beginning of the letter to the
theologians of the Sorbonne, which prefaces the Meditations,
he writes:

And since in this life one frequently finds greater rewards offered
for vice than for virtue, few persons would prefer the just to the
useful if they were not restrained either by the fear of God or by
the expectation of another life. (p. 2)*

And in the Discourse on Method he says:

next to the error of those who deny God, which I think I have suffi-
ciently refuted, there is none which is so apt to make weak char-
acters stray from the path of virtue as the idea that the souls of
animals are of the same nature as our own, and that in consequence
we have no more to fear or to hope for after this life than have the
flies and ants. (p. 574)

Nor is there any question but that in times of persecution people
must often veil their true beliefs, or not be heard at all® Scho-
penhauer interprets Vanini in this way,’ and Russell’s inter-
pretation of Leibniz is similar. That this sort of dissimulative
writing was fairly common is witnessed by Kant’s reference to
it in the Critique of Pure Reason (A749). Even David Hume,
living at a more liberal time in a more tolerant country, put his
skeptical views “Of a Particular Providence and a Future

* All page references to Descartes are to Adam and Tannery’s edition of the
Latin text. Translations are either by Laurence J. Lafleur (Descartes’ Meditations,
1960, and Philosophical Essays, 1964, New York: Bobbs-Merrill) or are my own.

5 Cf. Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, Illinois: The
Free Press, 1952).

¢ Essay on Freedom of the Will (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960), p. 71.
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State ” into the mouth of a presumably fictitious “ friend,” while
expressing, in his own person, fears that these views might be
detrimental to public morality—a device which he expanded
when he further elaborated these views in Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion.

None of this, of course, is evidence that Descartes was less
than sincere in his writing. At most it establishes a certain his-
torical context within which such a claim might be made intel-
ligible, whereas in our own society it would scarcely be credible,
as freedom of speech and publication is prevalent, and the pub-
lic is kept well informed of any opinions likely to endanger its
traditional beliefs and morality. This historical dimension, par-
ticularly the historical evidence for supposing Descartes to have
been insincere in his religious statements, is discussed in depth
in a recent article by Hiram Caton,” who makes an impressive
case for doubting Descartes’ sincerity. It is necessary, however,
to examine also the internal evidence of Descartes’ work, to see
whether it accords with this conclusion and, if so, exactly what
is at stake in the issue. To this end, let us examine Descartes’
most popular work, the Meditations. In particular, I shall dis-
cuss five issues in which there appears to be some tension be-
tween the religious and scientific sides of his thought and which
thus seem to afford a good basis for our inquiry: 1) whether
religious truths can be demonstrated by reason alone, 2) the
aim of the Meditations, 8) whether clear and distinct ideas are
indubitable, 4) the proofs for the existence of God, and 5)
whether mind and body are distinct substances.

II

ReasoN axp Farta

The Aim of the Meditations

As Descartes hoped to assure maximum circulation for his
works, he was anxious that the powerful church give its approval
to them rather than condemning them and placing them on the

7 “ The Problem of Descartes’ Sincerity,” in The Phiosophical Forum 2 (1971),
pp. 855-70.
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index of forbidden books as it eventually did. Accordingly, he
wrote to the theologians of the Sorbonne, who entirely domi-
nated the intellectual world of France, seeking their approval of
the Meditations. Descartes published the letter with the Med:-
tations, since it purports to be “a brief statement of what I
herein propose to do.” (p.1) In it he proposes to convince the
atheists of the two “ principal questions” of philosophy: the
existence of God and the immortality of the soul. Since the
atheists lack the faith with which to believe, they must have
things proven by natural reason alone. Accordingly, Descartes
says he will show how “ we can know God more easily and more
certainly than we know the things of the world,” (p.2) and will
attempt to refute those who argue that the soul perishes with
the body. (p. 8) It is his aim to give these truths “so clear
and exact a presentation that it would thenceforward be evident
to everyone that they are valid demonstrations.” (p. 8)

In the next paragraph, however, he states that “ not everyone
will be able to understand them ” because of the complexity of
the subject. Accordingly, he decides, “I do not suppose that
they will have any great effect unless you take them under your
protection,” (p. 5) and he concludes that the authority of the
theologians

will cause the atheists, who are ordinarily more arrogant than
learned and judicious, to set aside their spirit of contradiction, or
perhaps themselves defend the arguments which they see being
accepted as demonstrations by all intelligent people, for fear of
appearing not to understand them. (p. 6)

I think it is fair to say that this letter ends on a different note
from where it began. It begins by saying that we can know God
“more easily ” than the things of this world, and that the proofs
will be so “ clear ” that their validity will be “ evident to every-
one,” and ends by saying that they are so difficult and com-
plicated that very few will be able to follow them. Similarly, it
begins by saying that the work is directed to atheists who accept
only what is proven by natural reason, and ends by saying that
the atheists will be convinced more by their respect for the
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judgment of the theologians (who were burning them for
heresy) than by any of the reasonings Descartes advances. This
vacillation provokes the question of whether Descartes was sin-
cere in proclaiming the proofs of God’s existence and the soul’s
immortality as the principal aim of the Meditations. 1t is worth
turning to the Meditations to see whether this seems to be its
primary objective.

In the case of immortality, the answer comes surprisingly
soon. After stating in the letter that it is one of the two most
important questions, he tells us in the synopsis that he has not
fully treated the subject,

partly because we have already discovered enough to show with
sufficient clarity that the corruption of the body does not entail the
death of the soul, and so to give men the hope of a second life after
death; and partly because the premises from which the immortality
of the soul may be concluded depend upon the explanation of the
whole of physics. (p. 13)

Thus, although he has fulfilled his promise to try to refute those
who argue that the soul perishes with the body, it can scarcely
be said to occupy a prominent place in the Meditations, and does
nothing more than give us the “ hope ” of an afterlife.

As to the proof for God’s existence, he relates one such proof
in the letter itself:

It is absolutely true, both that we must believe that there is a God
because it is so taught in the Holy Scriptures, and, on the other
hand, that we must believe the Holy Scriptures because they come
from God . .. Nevertheless, we could hardly offer this argument to
those without faith, for they might suppose that we were commit-
ting the fallacy that logicians call circular reasoning. (p. 8)

They certainly might. Of course, this is precisely what people
have accused Descartes of doing in his own proof for God’s
existence, a proof which seems to be a triple circle. On the basis
of the cogito argument he establishes the “ general principle that
everything which we conceive very clearly and very distinctly
is wholly true.” (p. 85) He then uses this principle to prove the
existence of God. (e.g., p. 46; cf. the summary on p. 5§3) Next
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he uses the fact of God’s existence to prove that clear and dis-
tinct ideas must be true. (p. 62) Having now established that
principle again, he uses it again to prove the existence of God.
(p. 65) And, having done so, he finds that he can now “ infer as
a consequence that everything which I conceive clearly and
distinctly is necessarily true.” (p. 70) This circularity is, in
fact, reflected in the chapter headings: the third meditation is
entitled “ Of God: That He Exists *’; the fourth, “ Of the True
and the False ” (devoted to proving the truthof clear and distinct
ideas) ; and the fifth, “ Of the Essence of Material Things, and,
Once More, of God: That He Exists.”

The periodic attempts to rescue Descartes from the charge of
circularity, usually by drawing distinctions of one sort or an-
other to show that the circularity is merely apparent, not
vicious, have done little to alter the belief that the arugment is
fundamentally circular. Probably the best known of these is the
claim that when Descartes derives the certitude of clear and
distinct ideas from the existence of God it is not to be regarded
as a required deduction, which would make the argument cir-
cular, but only as a confirmation, which would not. However,
Descartes explicitly precludes this. Upon completing the third
and final lap of the circle, he says of the knowledge of God that
“the certainty of all other things depends upon this so abso-
lutely that, without this knowledge, it is impossible ever to be
able to know anything perfectly.” (p.69) The importance of this
statement is indicated by the fact that he repeats it two pages
later: “ And thus I recognize very clearly that the certainty and
truth of all knowledge depends solely on the knowledge of the
true God, so that before I knew him I could not know any other
thing perfectly.” (p.71) Also in the synopsis of this, the fifth
meditation, he says: “I show how it is true that even the cer-
tainty of geometrical demonstrations themselves depends on the
knowledge of God.” (p. 15)

The fact that a work written by a brilliant mathematician
and logician, which is modeled after geometrical deduction, and
whose opening page contains a warning against circular argu-
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ments, should contain a glaring triple circle in the main course of
its argument is not in itself proof of any insincerity on the part
of Descartes, but it certainly admits the possibility. In any case,
since the function of the knowledge of God is to assure the truth
of clear and distinct ideas, whereas this truth was already pre-
supposed in arriving at this knowledge; the knowledge of God,
like that of the immortality of the soul, turns out to be an in-
essential part of the overall position of the Meditations—
whether Descartes realized this or not. If this is true, it would
seem that, though Descartes may be sincere in his efforts to
demonstrate God and immortality, he seems to have been in-
sincere in telling the theologians that these were the primary
aims of the Meditations. Since the importance of the knowledge
of God is to assure the truth of clear and distinct ideas, certitude
would appear to be the primary aim and knowledge of God a
subordinate one.

Certainly this is the impression given by the opening para-
graph of the Meditations, which suggests that its chief aim is
to achieve “firm and constant knowledge in the sciences.” In
fact, he wrote to Mersenne that the Meditations is actually a
presentation of his physics but that he would not like this gen-
erally known, as the opposition of these principles to the Aristo-
telian ones would prejudice people against him. He hopes his
principles will penetrate insensibly, so that people will recognize
their truth before realizing the consequences to which they lead.®
An example of how Descartes hoped to achieve this may be seen
from the ensuing pages of the first meditation.

He raises the question of what can be known with certainty.
The only thing certain in sense perception, he argues, is that
images are present to him. Whether they resemble, or even are
caused by things external to him cannot be determined, for he
might be asleep. (pp. 18-9) He therefore turns from sensation
to imagination: is there anything certainly true in these images,
or might they all be pure fabrication? The ultimate elements,
at least, of these images cannot be fabricated but are rather

8 Adam and Tannery edition, vol. III, pp. 297-8.
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“ simple and universal concepts which are true and existent . . .
such as corporeal nature in general and its extension,” (p. 20)
from the mixture of which, as with the mixture of colors, all
images are formed. Corporeal nature and its extension, the only
such concept Descartes mentions, includes shape, quantity (size
and number), place, time, etc. All these categories have one
thing in common: they are measurable and thus reducible to
number. This is true even of shape, thanks to Descartes’ analyt-
ical geometry. It is because number thus turns out to be a
fundamental constitutive concept of our experience,

that physics, astronomy, medicine, and all the other sciences which
follow from the consideration of composite entities are very dubious
and uncertain; whereas arithmetic, geometry, and the other sciences
of this nature, which treat only of very simple and general things
without concerning themselves as to whether they occur in nature
or not, contain some element of certainty and sureness. (p. 20)

The clear implication of this is that if any certainty is to be
achieved in the sciences, the Aristotelian sciences must be
replaced by mathematical sciences, since the common denomi-
nator of all our experience is number.

Similarly, in the second meditation, Descartes proposes to
observe the operations of the mind by melting a piece of wax
and inquiring how we know the wax is the same. (p. 30) It
cannot be by our senses, for all its sensible qualities have now
changed. Neither can it be by our imagination, for, although
we may imagine a great many of the wax’s possible transforma-
tions, “ I conceive it capable of undergoing an infinity of similar
changes, and I could not compass this infinity in my imagina-~
tion.” Therefore the understanding alone conceives the essen-
tial nature of the wax: “its perception of it is clear and distinct
...as I attend ... to the things which are in it and of which it
is composed.” (p. 81) The essence of the wax is thus its ele-
mental composition, i.e., its material nature or corporeal exten-
sion. “ And what I have said here about the wax can be applied
to all other things which are external to me.” (p. 33) So here,
elaborating the implications of the earlier passage, we are told
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that the essence of everything in the sensible world is its corpo-
rea] extension. In the earlier passage this argument was used to
discredit the formal sciences; here, by implication, the doctrine
of forms itself is swept away. Contrary to Aristotle’s teaching,
the essence of the wax does not lie in its form: “ a body which a
little while ago appeared to my senses under these forms . .
now makes itself felt under others.” (p. 80)

In another letter to Mersenne, the year the Meditations was
published, Descartes wrote:

I have decided to . . . fight with their own weapons the people who
confound Aristotle with the Bible and abuse the authority of the
church in order to vent their passions—I mean the people who had
Galileo condemned. They would have my views condemned like-
wise if they had the power; but if there is ever any question of that,
T am confident I can show that none of the tenets of their philos-
ophy accords with the Faith so well as my doctrines.?

Descartes’ aim was to oppose the principles of Aristotle, while
maintaining that his own principles do not violate religious
dogma. But this could not be done openly, as the people whose
views he attacks in the above letter dominated the intellectual
life of France, including the Sorbonne. That is why, as we have
seen, Descartes had to smuggle the principles of his physics
surreptitiously into discussions of epistemology, which happens
with a regularity that bears out his claim to Mersenne that they
are the principal purpose of the Meditations. 1 think it is fair to
suggest that Descartes was insincere in giving the theologians
the impression that the Meditations was primarily a theological
work, although this does not mean that the theological aspect
of the Meditationsis itself necessarily insincere. Descartes might,
after all, have been sincere in his religious statements, although
knowing them to be less central to his work than he would like
the theologians—whose support he needed—to believe.

It is possible, of course, that some further insincerity may
have been occasioned by the need to disguise his anti-Aristotel-

® Descartes’ Philosophical Letters, edited and tramslated by Anthony XKenny
(Oxford UP, 1970), p. 98.
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ianism. Descartes had said that the conclusions which followed
from his experiment with the wax applied to all external things,
but his illustration of these conclusions by means of something
relatively formless like wax makes it easy not to notice that
what is at stake here is the doctrine of forms. Had he chosen the
human body as an example and, after rearranging its parts,
asked whether the same body remains, he could scarcely have
replied, “no one denies it, no one judges otherwise.” (p. 80)
As he himself states in the synopsis of this same meditation,
“the human body becomes a different entity from the mere
fact that the shape of some of its parts has been changed.” (p.
14) But this is contradicted by what he demonstrates in the
meditation itself: with regard to all external things (i.e.,
bodies) , they remain the same as long as their constituent mat-
ter remains the same. Descartes may have contradicted this
deliberately, in the hope of covering his tracks by paying lip
service to the hallowed principle his argument implicitly denies;
or he may have done so inadvertently, as a result of the linger-
ing effects of his Thomist training. We can best pursue this
question by examining the theological portions of the Medita-
tions.

IIT

CrEAR AND DistincT IDEAS

The tension between the theological and rationalist dimen-
sions of the Meditations is probably most evident in Descartes’
effort to prove the indubitability of clear and distinct ideas in
the face of the hypothesis of an all powerful, evil deity. As the
embodiment of his skeptical method, Descartes supposes the
existence of a God who is all powerful and intent on deceiving
him. Only if some conviction can prevail against this radical
hypothesis is certitude possible. The struggle thus emerges as
one between the ommipotence of a God and the certitude of
reason. Is there anything, given the evil deity, not open to
doubt?

“ Without doubt I existed if I was convinced, or even if T
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thought anything.” (p. 25) It is indubitable, then, that if one
thinks, one is. The basis for this certitude is later seen to be
“the clear and distinct perception of what I affirm. ... And
therefore it seems to me that I can already establish as a general
principle that everything which we conceive very clearly and
very distinctly is wholly true.” (p. 35) But what is it about
clear and distinct ideas that makes them immune to a God’s
omnipotence?

Every time that this idea of the supreme power of a God, as pre-
viously conceived, occurs to me, I am constrained to admit that it is
easy for him, if he wishes it, to bring it about that I am wrong even
in those matters which I believe I perceive with the greatest possible
obviousness. And on the other hand, every time I turn to the things
I think I conceive very clearly, I am so convinced by them that I
am spontaneously led to proclaim: “ Let him deceive me who can;
he will never be able to bring it about that I am nothing while I
think T am something, or, it being true that I now am, that it will
some day be true that I have never been, or that two and three
joined together make more or less than five, or similar things in
which I recognize a manifest contradiction and which I see clearly
could not be otherwise than as I conceive them.” (p. 36)

It is clear from this that the certitude of clear and distinct
ideas, including the cogito, lies in the fact that their denial
involves “ a manifest contradiction.” It is also clear, however,
that the certitude of clear and distinct ideas does not circum-
vent the omnipotent deceiver hypothesis after all. On the hy-
pothesis of an omnipotent God nothing is certain: there is no
justification for withholding even the law of non-contradiction
from his ommnipotence—as is evident from its inclusion in the
contrasting half of the dilemma—and I may be wrong about
even what seems most obvious, most clear and distinct. On the
other hand, according to the doctrine of clear and distinct ideas,
some things are certain: I am sure that even an omnipotent God
cannot deceive me on matters whose denial implies a manifest
contradiction,

The doctrines are thus wholly incompatible—one making
certitude possible, the other making it impossible—and there
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seems to be no way of resolving the dilemma without simply
rejecting one of the premisses. It is clear which hypothesis—an
omnipotent God or the indubitability of logical laws—has more
force for Descartes. The law of non-contradiction is equivalent
to clarity and distinctness, whereas the omnipotent God was
first introduced only as an “old opinion,” (p. 21) which is,
after all, precisely the sort of thing that Descartes had resolved
to set aside at the outset. And here the omnipotent deity is
called merely an “idea” which “occurs to me,” whereas the
opposing ideas are perceived “ with the greatest possible ob-
viousness,” are conceived “very clearly,” and are depicted as
indubitable. Unlike the law of non-contradiction, the hypothesis
of an omnipotent God is, at least at this point, far from indubit-
able. It was tacitly weakened in establishing the cogito argument
and is here sacrificed in favor of the rationalist premiss: Des-
cartes resolves the present dilemma by reminding us that we do
not yet know whether God even exists. He does not express any
similar reservations about the laws of logic, and when the time
comes to prove the existence of God these laws are, of course,
already presupposed.

The dilemma was set up in such a way that it could be re-
solved only by rejecting one premiss in favor of the other. Had
the theological premiss been preferred, the result could only
have been skepticism. If reason is not autonomous, there is no
way out of the uncertainty posed by the omnipotence of God;
even our existence cannot be demonstrated if a contradiction
might be made true. By their condemnation of Galileo, the
theologians showed that they would not accept the autonomy
of reason: reason must be in the service of faith and must dem-
onstrate only what faith first affirms. Accordingly, this is the
position from which, Descartes assured the theologians, the
Meditations was written: to demonstrate by reason the truths
of faith. (p.8) What the Meditations actually shows, however,
is the contrary: if reason is not allowed autonomy, if we cannot
absolutely trust its fundamental principles against the possi-
bility of deception, then the logical outcome must be rational
skepticism, not rational theology.
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Here again we see that the theological considerations of the
Meditations are not as central to Descartes’ purposes as he sug-
gested to the theologians, and further, that reason must be
given precedence over them if skepticism is to be avoided. But
while this may diminish the relative importance of the theology
of the Meditations, it does not, once again, demonstrate its
insincerity. For this question, let us turn to his more explicit
theology, the proofs for the existence of God.

v

Tue ExisteNce or Gop

There are three (perhaps more) fundamental reasons why
one might question the sincerity of Descartes’ proofs for the
existence of God. The first is the aforementioned circularity,
which seems to render the establishment of God’s existence
superfluous to Descartes’ system, rather than an essential part
of it. It might be concluded from this that this section was
arbitrarily grafted onto the work, and springs, therefore, not
from any philosophical necessity but from the political neces-
sity of gratifying the theologians. This interpretation cannot
be conclusively demonstrated, but it is certainly possible.

A second reason stems from the language and style of the first,
and main, proof, which is remarkably uncartesian. Descartes
has been insisting on clarity, lucidity, and simplicity. To avoid
error it is of the utmost importance that we move slowly and
transparently, avoiding any terms that have not been clearly
explained and understood, as is done in mathematics. (cf. p.
18) On the basis of these principles Descartes rejected Ari-
stotle’s definition of man as “ rational animal,” for he “ would
have to determine what an ‘ animal ’ is and what is meant by
‘rational ’.” (p.25) Of course, it was convenient for Descartes
to be able to dismiss Aristotle in so uncontroversial a manner,
but there can be no doubt of the importance to him of the prin-
ciples of clarity and simplicity. Yet as soon as we come to the
main proof for the existence of God, these principles of clarity
and distinctness are abandoned. Instead we are deluged with
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the whole apparatus of technical scholasticism, without a single
explanation. Whereas before he found * rational animal ” too
opaque for his method, he now uncritically employs such terms
as ““ substance,” “ objective reality,” * actual reality,” * formal
reality,” “ participation by representation,” “ degrees of being,”
“ degrees of perfection,” “modes,” “accidents,” ““formal cau-
sality,” “ eminent causality,” “material truth,” “ material fal-
sity,” etc., without definition, let alone inquiry as to whether
they signify anything real. Far from being clear and distinct,
the proof is obscure and confusing, despite the fact that it is
essentially rather simple and could easily have been stated in
clear terms. The style and language of the proof seem so out of
character with the general procedure of the Meditations, that
it is easy to believe that it is not part of the fabric of the whole,
and was written from a different position than the rest of the
work,

The third reason is the fact that elsewhere in the Meditations
Descartes denies some of the essential premisses on which the
proof is based. Put briefly and simply, the argument is to the
effect that if my concept of God (infinite substance) cannot
have been synthesized by me from its constituent elements
(caused eminently), it must derive from nothing less than
infinite substance itself, as the latter’s image (caused formally),
and thus infinite substance (God) must exist. The minor
premiss is that we cannot synthesize the concept “ infinite sub-
stance ” from its components, and the conclusion is said to fol-
low. Obviously it is the minor premiss that requires the most
scrutiny, as it is much less evident than the major. The reason
we cannot synthesize the idea of infinite substance is that,
although we can derive the idea of “ substance ” from ourselves,
since we are substances, we cannot derive that of “infinite ”
from ourselves, since we are wholly finite. (p. 45) Clearly,
then, if there were something infinite in our nature, we could
synthesize the concept of “infinite substance” and the argu-
ment would collapse. And, as a matter of fact, in the very next
meditation Descartes tells us that there is something infinite
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In our nature, our will, and that “ this is what principally indi-
cates to me that I am made in the image and likeness of God.”
(pp. 56-7) If the infinity of our will is thus an image of God, it
is also capable of furnishing us with the notion of infinity with
which the idea of God can be constructed, and the proof col-
lapses.

Suppose that we do not agree with Descartes that the will is
infinite, can we derive the idea of infinity by negating that of
finitude, i.e., by thinking away the limits of something finite
and thus extending it indefinitely? Descartes denies this, claim-
ing that the idea of the infinite is prior to that of the finite:

For how would it be possible for me to know that I doubt and that
I desire—that is, that I lack something and am not all perfect—if
I did not have in mysell any idea of a being more perfect than my
own, by comparison with which I might recognize the defects of my
own nature? (pp. 45-6)

Yet, after here maintaining that we cannot arrive at the idea of
God by extending our idea of finite substance, he tells Hobbes
that we attain the idea of God’s infinite intellect, not because
it is in us as the formal effect of God but that “it is by extend-
ing [our idea of our finite intellect] indefinitely that we form
the idea of the intellectual activity of God; similarly also with
God’s other attributes.” ¥ It seems, then, that we do formulate
the idea of infinite substance by extending that of finite sub-
stance, after all. What then of Descartes’ question: how could
we be aware of our finitude at all if we did not first have an
idea of infinity with which to compare it? Descartes removes
this difficulty on the next page:

Is it not even a most certain and infallible proof of the imperfection
of my knowledge that it can grow little by little and increase by
degrees? (p. 47)

Thus it seems that we can know that we are finite by noticing
that we are improvable, for which we do not require the concept
of infinity but only of some higher finite state. Furthermore,

1% Objections, 111, reply to Objection X.



SCIENCE AND RELIGION IN DESCARTES ‘‘ MEDITATIONs ” 329

it seems, by extending this finite idea of ourselves indefinitely
we can arrive at the conception of infinity, and once again the
proof collapses.

Descartes thus denies in short order two of the fundamental
premisses of his proof: that we are in no way infinite, and that
the idea of infinity is necessarily prior to that of finitude. Does
this give us any reason to suppose that the proof was insincere,
or rather, since philosophers tend to contradict themselves on
occasion, might it not be simpler to suppose that Descartes
simply failed to see these inconsistencies? Given the un-Cartes-
ian method and language of the prooi, the fact that the circle
renders it otiose in any case, the extraordinary analytical mind
that Descartes possessed, and the insincerity he seems to have
displayed in his letter to the theologians, I think one can at
least say that the suggestion that this proof may be insincere
should be regarded as a serious possibility. This would not be
to suggest that Descartes necessarily did not believe in God
but only that this theological element is not intrinsic to his
philosophy and was deliberately imposed onto it from without.

This proof is followed by a shorter one:

. . . the whole duration of my life can be divided into an infinite
number of parts, no one of which is in any way dependent upon
the others; and so it does not follow from the fact that I have
existed a short while before that I should exist now, unless at this
very moment some cause produces and creates me, as it were, anew
or, more properly conserves me. (pp. 48-9)

The term “conserves” is repeated in each of the mnext two
sentences.

What is demonstrated here is that not only myself, but the
state of all things (as the subsequent paragraph explains),
must be conserved from one moment to another. Thus far, it
turns out in fact to be an argument for Descartes’ famous and
historic principle of the conservation of motion—that the sum
total of motion in the universe in any given direction (mass
times velocity) is constant at all times—which was corrected
by Leibniz and Newton to the principle of conservation of
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2. . .
force (1Y) . For Descartes believed that motion was the essen-

tial principle of corporeal substance, as may be seen from
Principles of Philosophy, part II, XXIII, which is entitled:
“That all the variety in matter, or all the diversity of its forms,
depends on motion.” In the Meditations, as well, Descartes
suggests that all we can clearly conceive of corporeal substances
may be reduced to quantity and motion. (e.g., pp. 20, 43, 80)
Given the identification of substances as species of motion, the
conservation of substances, which Descartes here asserts, is
implicitly an argument for the conservation of motion, a corner-
stone of Descartes’ physics. The further claim, that this (or
any) natural law entails the existence of God as its executor, is
arguable and would certainly be rejected by Descartes’ intended
audience, the atheists, who are perfectly willing to recognize
natural laws without recognizing God.

A brief third proof follows this. One cannot have been wholly
caused by one’s parents, ““ there being no relation between the
bodily activity by which I have been accustomed to believe I
was engendered and the production of a thinking substance.”
(p. 50) Obviously this will be cogent, if at all, only if corporeal
and thinking substances are independent; this is the doctrine of
dualism, which will be examined in the next section.

The final proof is a version of Anselm’s “ ontological ” proof,
presented in the fifth meditation. Stated as simply as possible,
it 1s that we conceive of God as having all possible perfections;
and, since existence is a perfection, we conceive of God as neces-
sarily existing; therefore, since “it follows that existence is
inseparable from him,” God exists. (pp. 65-7)

The ontological proof has always been difficult to grasp and,
consequently, highly controversial. I do not wish to become
involved in the complexities of this controversy, but, leaving
aside any question of the merits of the proof, I should like to
call attention to Descartes’ handling of one of the problems sur-
rounding it. The argument was not highly regarded in Des-
cartes’ time, as a result of the criticism by Thomas Aquinas.
Aquinas’s most convincing attack was the claim that it made
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an illicit transition from the realm of thought to the realm of
being: while possibly we may have to conceive of God as exist-
ing (by definition) , it does not follow from this that he actually
exists: our thought imposes no necessity on things. In modern
terms, there is no assurance that our concepts do not denote
null classes. Descartes’ way of stating the proof makes this
objection particularly obvious: “From the fact alone that I
cannot conceive God except as existing, it follows that existence
is inseparable from him, and consequently that he does, in truth,
exist.” (p. 67) Having thus laid the proof open to the objec-
tion in question, he counters the objection in the next sentence:

Not that my thought can bring about this result or that it imposes
any necessity upon things; on the contrary, the necessity which is
in the thing itself—that is, the necessity of the existence of God—
determines me to have this thought.

Regardless of the merits or defects of Aquinas’s objection, it is
clear that Descartes’ reply does nothing to meet it. All Des-
cartes does here is to assume the point that Aquinas’s objection
demands that he prove, namely, that our concept of God’s
necessary existence is not arbitrary but reflects the actual
existence of God. In short, his reply begs the question and
should convince no one, especially those atheists who refuse to
accept circular arguments. He does not further discuss this
difficulty but devotes the remainder of his discussion to an
analogy between the ontological argument and the necessary
truths of mathematics, in which he ignores the decisive differ-
ence that, in the case of geometrical figures, conceptual existence
is sufficient for their reality (“ whether they occur in nature or
not ”—p. 20), whereas this is precisely not the case with God.

Leaving aside for the moment the proof based on dualism, it
seems clear that, in each case, Descartes’ proofs for the existence
of God are accompanied by their own refutations, or, at least,
are mitigated sufficiently to destroy their cogency. Whether
Descartes was aware of this and did it deliberately, or whether
it was inadvertent, is, of course, another question.
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Vv

Duavrism or Bopy Anp MinD
The basis of Descartes’ dualism is the following argument:

it is sufficient that I can clearly and distinctly conceive one thing
apart from another to be certain that the one is distinct or differ-
ent from the other. . . . Since on the one hand I have a clear and
distinct idea of myself in so far as I am only a thinking and not an
extended being, and since on-the other hand I have a distinct idea
of body in so far as it is only an extended being which does not
think, it is certain that this “I” is entirely distinct from my body
and that it can exist without it. (p. 78)

We must ask, then, whether in fact the idea of body which
Descartes has shown us is “ an extended being which does not
think ” and whether the idea he has shown us of “thinking
being > entirely excludes extension. If the answer to either of
these questions is “no,” Descartes’ apparent dualism must be-
come open to serious doubt. As a matter of fact, both questions
turn out to have negative answers.

The negative answer to the first question may be seen in a
remarkable and puzzling passage in the second meditation:

For to possess the power to move itself, and also to feel or to think,
I did not believe at all that these are attributes of corporeal nature;
on the contrary, rather, I was astonished to see a few bodies possess-
ing such abilities. (p. 26)

In other words, Descartes had believed that it was not in the
nature of bodies to think and was astonished to find that, on the
contrary, some bodies have this ability. What sort of bodies he
has in mind is something of a puzzle, but it seems clear that he
is here asserting that the nature of body does not exclude the
ability to think. From the dualist position, that body and
thought are irreducibly distinet, one could never say that body
has the ability to think, or the attribute of thought, but only
that bodies are conjoined with minds that have this ability. But
Descartes can scarcely be saying here that he once thought no
bodies were conjoined with minds and was astonished to dis-
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cover otherwise; that would be incredible. In the light of his
assertion here that some bodies think, the argument for dualism
cannot, then, be maintained.

To take up the second question, whether the idea of a “ think-
ing being ” excludes the concept of corporeality, let us review
precisely what Descartes means by this idea:

What is a thinking being? It is a being which doubts, which under-
stands, which affirms, which denies, which wills, which rejects, which
imagines also, and which perceives. (p. 28)

But perception and imagination can hardly be entirely distinct
from extension, since the images they present to us are ex-
tended, and even measurable, whether or not they represent
real things. (cf. p. 29) This is obviously true of perception,
and, as for imagination, “it is nothing else than a particular
application of the faculty of knowledge to a body which is
intimately present to it and which therefore exists.” (pp. 71-2)
The concept of thinking substance, therefore, far from excluding
corporeal extension, is inseparable from it. Accordingly, Des-
cartes now contradicts his earlier assertion that thinking in-
cludes imagination and perception and says instead that these
faculties are not essential to a thinking being: it may be clearly
and distinctly conceived without them, although not vice
versa. (p.'78; also p. 73)

Can we really conceive of our thinking nature apart from any
images whatever? It is hard to see how, and much that Des-
cartes says goes explicitly against this; for example:

Is there any one of these attributes which can be distinguished from
my thinking or which can be said to be separable from my nature?
... I am also certainly the same one who imagines; for . . . this
power of imagining cannot fail to be real, and it is part of my think-
ing. Finally T am the same being which perceives—. . . it is certain
that it seems to me that I see light, hear noises, and feel heat. This
much cannot be false, and it is this, properly considered, which in
my nature is called perceiving, and that, again speaking precisely, is
nothing else but thinking. (p. 29; my emphasis)

But since Descartes may conceivably have changed his position
hetween the second and sixth meditations, let us see what is his
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present view of the relationship between thinking and the fac-
ulties of perception and imagination. Descartes explains it by
an analogy: “These faculties are distinct from me as shapes,
movements, and other modes or accidents of objects are distinct
from the very objects that sustain them,” (p.78) But surely
this is an odd analogy to make in support of dualism, since this
terminology of Aristotle was meant to do away with the dual-
ism of Plato. These things for Aristotle are logically distinguish-
able but actually inseparable and mutually interdependent:
not only can modes not exist without substances, but sub-
stances, as individual things, must have accidental properties:
what is accidental about such properties is not whether a sub-
stance possesses them but only which ones it possesses. From
Descartes’ analogy, therefore, it follows only that it is a matter
of relative indifference which images or perceptions are present
to thought, but it is necessary that some are, and that imagina-
tion and perception in general, which involve corporeality, are
inseparable from thinking substance.

Descartes’ claim that imagimation and perception may be
conceived as distinct from the mind, on which his dualism rests,
is in fact contradicted not only by this analogy, by his earlier
statements in the Meditations, and by his philosophy of mind in
general, it is explicitly denied (and the position of the second
meditation reaffirmed) in this very meditation. Descartes asks
how mind and body differ and replies that it is because the body
can be divided whereas the mind cannot.

Nor can the faculties of willing, perceiving, understanding, and so
forth be any more properly called parts of the mind, for it is one
and the same mind which as a complete unit wills, perceives, and
understands, and so forth. (p. 86; my emphasis)

Even if imagination and perception were distinct from think-
ing, however, the concept of a thinking thing would still neces-
sarily involve corporeality. In the first meditation Descartes
argued that “ corporeal nature in general and its extension”
are “simple and universal concepts,” (p.20) i.e., innate contents
of the understanding—and the understanding, certainly, can-
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not possibly be distinet from thinking. Thus, too, in the third
meditation he identifies “ astronomical considerations * as “ cer-
tain innate ideas,” (p. 39) and in the fifth meditation he speaks
of “an infinity of details concerning numbers, shapes, move-
ments, and other similar things” as being, in effect, innate.
(pp. 63-4) If, then, the principles of corporeality are inherent
in our thinking nature, the argument for dualism vanishes.

Moreover, certain important passages seeminexplicable except
on this assumption. In the third meditation Descartes inquires
whether he could have derived the elements of corporeal nature
from his nature as a thinking being: “ since these are only par-
ticular modes of substance, and since I am myself a substance,
it seems that they might be contained in my nature eminently.”
(p. 45) He says nothing to qualify this conclusion, as he easily
might do by here applying the already established principle of
clarity and distinctness that he later employs in his assertion
of dualism. Yet the conclusion must clearly be unthinkable for
his dualism. If, however, rather than being distinct, thinking
substance involves in its very nature the elemental concepts of
corporeal substance, there would be no difficulty; this seems
the only way such eminent causality could, in fact, be explained.

After Descartes’ cogito experiment, when he has established
that he exists but not yet what he is, he reviews the opinions he
has held until now (antehac):

But either I did not stop to consider what this soul was or else, if 1
did, I imagined that it was something very rarefied and subtle, such
as a wind, a flame, or a very much expanded air which was infused
throughout my grosser components. (p. 26)

In other words, Descartes, who supposedly was throughout his
life a devout Catholic, has been holding a materialistic view of
the soul. The dualism of the Meditations is a disavowal of
materialism, but we have seen that this dualism is by no means
consistently adhered to. This materialistic conception of the
soul, on the other hand, would certainly explain why thinking
substance (the soul) would by nature involve the elemental
concepts of corporeal substance (matter). It would also ex-
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plain Descartes’ apparently irrelevant suggestion, in the argu-
ment about sense perception, that lunacy (a mental phenom-
enon) has an entirely physical explanation, the action of black
bile vapors on the brain (pp. 18-9); and that other strange
remark, that the immortality of the soul can only be demon-
strated from principles derived from physics. (p. 18) And it
would account for the otherwise seemingly unaccountable lan-
guage of the very proof itself of dualism, where Descartes treats
as equivalent the expressions “ a substance whose whole essence
or nature is to think ” and “ a body which thinks.” (p.78; my
emphasis) Could this latter description of the soul be the ex-
planation of the puzzling statement we saw, where Descartes
speaks of being astonished to discover bodies with the ability
to think? Are these “ bodies ” souls, and was his astonishment
connected with the discovery of the materialistic interpretation
of the soul? In any case, it is worth noting that the reference
to the astonishing bodies that think occurs in the same context
as his report of his materialistic conception of the soul. (p. 26)

Descartes suggested that the pineal gland is the point of
interaction between mind and body, and he has been much
ridiculed for this, since it is obvious that a body cannot mediate
between mind and body. But if mind itself is material, the
problem does not arise.

In light of the above considerations it seems clear that there
is a materialistic position in the Meditations, as well as a dual-
istic one, as Caton and Powell have argued also, and on different
grounds. Here, too, the tension is attributable to the difference
between the scientific and religious points of view, for the sci-
ence of Descartes’ day was often allied with materialism,
whereas theology, of course, insisted on the immateriality of the
soul.

VI
CONCLUSION

It is clear that there is a great deal of inconsistency in the
Meditations. The question is, What explanatory hypothesis
best accounts for it? On encountering contradiction in a text,
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one is inclined initially to give the writer the benefit of the
doubt and test the possibility that some subtle distinction is
implicit, which, if discerned, would reconcile the apparent in-
consistency. This is quite a common approach, for example, to
the circularity of God and clear and distinet ideas in the Medi-
tations. But, given the extensiveness and magnitude of the
inconsistency of the Meditations in general, I doubt that a
convinecing resolution of the whole is possible along these lines:
not only would it require a very large number of presupposi-
tions, it would also require us to believe that, contrary to the
methodology of clarity and distinctness, Descartes made an
enormous number of subtle, obscure, and arbitrary distinctions,
of which he gave no direct indication.

A second hypothesis is that he was simply not a very careful
writer. This might explain why such contradictions might have
gone unnoticed but would not explain why they arose at all:
why should Descartes have found himself on both sides of
every issue, why should a devout Catholic make not only pious
statements but also contradictory statements with heretical
implications? To answer this the carelessness thesis becomes
the dual allegiance thesis: Descartes was so convinced a
Catholic that, when his scientific principles led to conclusions
contrary to his faith, he closed his eyes to the resultant contra-
dictions rather than acknowledge the possibility that faith and
reason might be at variance. Thus the dual allegiance thesis is
a kind of variation on the insincerity thesis, with the difference
that, according to the former, Descartes’ primary aim was self
deception rather than deception of the theologians.

For a number of reasons, the insincerity thesis seems to me
more convincing than the dual allegiance one. At least since
the trial of Anaxagoras, and especially since the Middle Ages, it
has been well known that reason and faith are likely to come
into conflict. This conflict was indeed a thematic problem in
the scholastic philosophy in which Descartes was so thoroughly
instructed. Given this awareness, and given the acuteness, pene-
tration, and mathematical-logical genius that Descartes so often
displays, I cannot believe he would so utterly fail to perceive
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in his own thought contradictions of the proportions we have
seen. Again, in his Notes Directed Against a Certain Program,
he points out (in self defence) similar contradictions in the work
of Regius, and accuses Regius of insincerity. That he should be
so sensitive to these contradictions in the work of another, and
ascribe them to insincerity, and yet be utterly oblivious of the
same contradictions in his own work, is difficult to believe. It
becomes even more difficult to believe when it is remembered
that, as we have seen, he has written letters expressing the inten-
tion of waging a surreptitious battle against Aristotelianism.
Finally, there is the fact that at least some of the contradictions
we have seen were clearly insincere, such as in the letter to the
theologians, with which we may compare the following passage
from the Principles of Philosophy (part I1I, XLV):

Far though I am from wishing that everything I write should be
believed, I am going to suggest here some things that I consider to
be utterly untrue. Thus I do not doubt that the world was created
at the beginning with the same perfection it now has; that the sun,
the moon and the stars were there from that time; that not only did
the earth harbour the seeds of plants but the plants themselves
covered a part of it; that Adam and Eve were not created as infants
but already of a mature age.

The Christian religion requires that we believe it so and natural
reason persuades us entirely of this truth; for i we consider the
whole power of God we have to assume that everything he has done
has been perfect from the beginning. One would, nevertheless, know
much better what nature Adam and the trees of Paradise had if one
had examined how the child is formed in the belly of the mother
and how plants grow from their seeds rather than if one had only
considered them as they were when God created them.

Thus we shall make the nature of everything there is in the world
better understood than by just describing it as it is, or rather as we
believe it to have been created, if we can imagine certain principles
which are quite intelligible and quite simple. According to such
principles we should be able to see that the stars and the earth and
in short all this visible world could have been produced as though
from a few seeds (although we know that it was not produced in
this way). And since I think I have found such principles I shall
now try to explain them.!

it Quoted by C. D. Dazlington in Darwin’s Place in History (Oxford: Blackwell,
1960), p. 94. I am grateful to Michael Ruse for calling this passage to my attention.
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