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METAPHOR AND ONTOLOGY IN SACRA DOCTRINA

GRO

HIS ESSAY is intended as a contribution to her-
meneutic theology, the theology of meaning' Her-
meneutic theology can concern itself with any topic

within the theological tradition; in this article we shall try to
allow a certain conception of hermeneutic theology to arise
out of the consideration of a particular conjunction in Christian
theological tradition, the interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius on
the divine names by St. Thomas Aquinas. For both these
writers the divine names were revealed in Secripture; so the
conjunction will be viewed in a perspective which refers itself
to our own concern today with Scriptures, with its ramifications
into matters of exegesis on the one hand and modern awareness
of language on the other. Thus four hermeneutical loci mark

* Hermeneutik saw its original rise to common consciousness and eventually the
commonplace in Germany, with Bultmann, Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ebeling. It
is now going through a second phase in France, largely in dialogue with struc-
turalism. As well as Ricoeur’s more recent writings, see the collective work,
Exégése et herméneutique, ed. X, Léon-Dufour (Paris, 1971).
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out the general area of our concern: the Scriptures (making the
large assumption here that the Scriptures can be taken as a
single locus), Pseudo-Dionysius, St. Thomas, and our own times
(this latter in the sense of an invisible point of vision) . Clearly
no claim is made here to be the master, in a scholarly way, of
all these fields; and while I have tried to make use of scholar-
ship, this study is not itself offered as a piece of scholarship.
Many of the footnotes, and even parts of the text, are best
seen as triangulation points from which bearings might be
taken; the points chosen are arbitrary but not random. By
speaking of hermeneutic theology as theology of *“ meaning ”
the intention is to appeal to the English notion of “ meaning,”
which has no adequate equivalents in French or German, and
which has been the theme of all sorts of reflection in the
English-speaking world. If St. Thomas interpreting Pseudo-
Dionysius on the divine names is at the centre of the discussion,
then the primary concern of this article is the hermeneutic
theology of meaning itself: the theology of meaning reflecting
on itself as it comes to light in a particular historical con-
junction.

By sacra doctrina we understand that “ science” which St.
Thomas discusses in the first question of the Summa Theologiae.
The unity of this science is guaranteed by the uniqueness of
its formalis ratio obiecti, the divinitus revelabile (art. 8) the
subiectum of this science is God (art. 7). If we ask how the
God of sacra doctring is related to the God of philosophy, the
answer is always clear: the same God is known by different
lights, different media (art. 1, ad 2); sacra doctrina is a kind
of stamp, impressio, of divine science, and therefore has access
to all that may be known (including God) in a higher or more
universal way ( art. 3, ad 2) ; and indeed it has access by revela-
tion to God’s knowledge of himself (ad id quod notum est sibz
soli de seipso), this same God who is otherwise known by
philosophers only through the created world (art. 6).

All this is familiar enough. But it may be that in spite of a
great deal of scholarly work in this area we are still not quite
ready enough to accept the implications of St. Thomas’s iden-
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tification—verbally at least—of sacra doctrina and sacra Scrip-
tura. Let us now resolutely make this identification, in the
sense that “ theology ” (using the term neutrally) is indeed the
rational exploration and declaration of the unified self-disclosure
of God in himself and in the world, mediated by Scripture (cf.
art.8). There are then three modes of determining the basis of
theology: the infallible truth of God himself, Veritas Prima;
the articuli fidei; and the canonical Scriptures; these three are
modes of a single revelation. That these modes are dis-
tinguished in this way is a reflection of St. Thomas’s epis-
temological principles and again raises the question with which
we are concerned in this article. “ Veritas Prima ” is a meta-
physical expression, “ articuli fidei” (== “principia ) is a log-
ical expression, “canonicae Scripturae” is an empirical-his-
torical expression. The unifying base of theology is determined
in three modes, thought of as pretty well equivalent, though
there can be no doubt that the metaphysical expression is the
primary one (cf. II-II, q.1, a.1) . That is to say, even the God
of revelation, the God who reveals himseli, is conceived of in
metaphysical terms—which is not to say that these metaphys-
ical terms still have the same definite content as they would
have if they were being used purely metaphysically, on ihe
basis of philosophy alone. Because these terms are used to refer
to the God of revelation, their content is indefinite, or, more
exactly (though St. Thomas does not and probably would not
say so), their content is defined “ contextually,” the context
being the Scriptures. St. Thomas can identify sacra doctrina
and sacra Scriptura because he is guided, both explicitly and
also, with a certain sense of the obviousness of it, tacitly, by a
“literal ” determination of what God must be: the Being who
is spoken of in metaphysical terms, terms which are now
“ transferred ” to the God of revelation, and yet are not “ meta-
phors.”

It is of course, from this viewpoint that we must under-
stand article 9 of the question on sacra doctrina: “ Utrum sacra
Scriptura debeat uti metaphoris.” This article is pervasively
Dionysian, as the citations would be enough to show. But an
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examination of St. Thomas’s commentary on the de divinis
nominibus of Pseudo-Dionysius will allow us to see more clearly
what basic assumptions St. Thomas shared with Pseudo-
Dionysius and in what ways he importantly departed from
them.”? For our purposes, the first chapter of de div. nom.
is the most instructive. Pseudo-Dionysius insists that he draws
his account of the divine names exclusively éx v@dv iepdv Noyiow
of the Scriptures (PG 8.588C; cf. 588A; Pera text nn. 8.4j,
and St. Thomas follows him in this without hesitation:

De eo quod ab aliquo solo seitur, nullus potest cogitare vel loqui,
nisi quantum ab illo manifestatur. Soli autem Deo convenit perfecte
cognoscere seipsum secundum id quod est. Nullus igitur potest vere
loqui de Deo vel cogitare nisi inquantum a Deo revelatur. Quae
quidem revelatio in Scripturis sacris continetur. (Pera, lect. 1, n.
13; see the whole treatment, nn. 6-21)

Now although St. Thomas does contrast the doctrina fidei he
and Pseudo-Dionysius are treating of with any merely natural
knowledge (lect. 1, n. 7), he rather surprisingly makes no
reference to any natural knowledge of God. St. Albert, how-
ever, does see this as an objection to Pseudo-Dionysius’s as-
sertions (ed. Simon, n. 16), quoting Rom. 1: 20, and deals with
it by trying to show that philosophical arguments do not lead
directly (directe) to the knowledge of God; hence the frequency
of error about God in philosophy. This would hardly be St.
Thomas’s view; on the contrary, he does allow that the same
matters (eisdem rebus) are sometimes dealt with by philosoph-
ical theology and that theology which belongs to sacra doctrina,
under different lights (I, q.1, a.1 ad 2).

In fact, St. Thomas’s view is more radically * theological

2 The text of St. Thomas used is that of Ceslaus Pera, who also supplies a re-
vised Greek text and a Latin version corresponding to Sarracenus. A useful com-
parative tool is the fine edition of St. Albert’s commentary by Paulus Simon
(Miinster, 1972). For Pseudo-Dionysius himself, see the numerous writings by
R. Roques, in particular L'Univers dionysien (Paris, 1954), and his introduction
to the edition of La Hiérarchie celeste, Sources Chrétiennes 58 (Paris, 1958).
M. de Gandillac’s Oeuvres Complétes du Pseudo-Denys (Paris, 1943) is extremely
useful (his translation of CH. in SC. 58 is thoroughly revised).
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in a modern sense; even that activity of reason which might
seem in a philosophical context to be purely natural is to be
understood in the context of sacra doctrina as operating within
revelation, guided by the truth of sacred Scripture, that light
which derives like a ray from first truth (In de div. nom. 1, lect.
1, n.15, a Dionysian text frequently quoted by St. Thomas) .
The philosophical activity of reason is at the service of revela-
tion and integrated into sacra doctrina. Now while this general
statement may be accepted with some hesitations in regard
to the argumentative role of the mind, there is likely to be more
resistance to it once the perceptive role of the mind is con-
sidered, especially when it is directed to the created world as
a source of our knowledge of God. What we have to see is the
way in which for Pseudo-Dionysius, followed in this apparently
by St. Thomas, the Scriptural names of God seem to include,
without any special distinction, names of God which would
seem to derive immediately from created nature. There can
be no doubt that Dionysius, and St. Thomas after him, thought
themselves to be expounding a Scriptural revelation of God.
Thus, however remarkable it may seem to us, the vision in the
Temple of Isaiah 6 is offered as an example of the way in which
“ex bonitate Dei intelligibilia circumvelantur per sensibilia,
sicut cum Scripturae de Deo et angelis sub similitudine quorun-
dam sensibilium loquuntur ” (lect.2, n. 65). It is the Apostolic
logia, whether by way of Scripture or also of liturgical tradition,
which are held to confer symbolic and revelatory power on
the sensible world. The world which is offered to our senses
is made transparent by the light of verbal revelation. A list
of Seriptural divine names proposed by Dionysius includes the
following: good, beautiful, wise, lovable, eternal, existent,
mind, intellect, powerful, as well as fire, water, cloud, stone,
rock (596A; Pera n. 25) . It seems that Pseudo-Dionysius, and,
with some important modifications, St. Thomas, see the re-
vealed names of God in Scripture as at least sometimes doing
no more than pick out a revelatory significance with which
items in the created world are already charged; for the two
authors there seems to be a single seamless “ veil ” between
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our perception and the transcendent truth of God. In immedi-
ate support of this claim we may draw attention to articles
12 and 18 of I, q.12, a question dominated by the idea of the
beatific vision as the culmination of all knowledge of God.
Certainly by natural reason alone we cannot know of God quid
est but only an est; but what does grace add to this knowledge?
Only, so it seems, what can be referred to St. Thomas’s standard
epistemological structures: fresh phantasmata, a stronger
lumen intellectus (as in the prophets), sometimes special sensi-
ble realities like the dove at Jesus’s baptism (art.18). We still
do not know of God quid est, though we have more and better
effects from which to know of him, and by revelation can make
certain new assertions, e. g., Trinitarian ones, about him (ad 2) .2

It is surely not enough merely to feel some embarrassment
at this account and bury it out of sight and mind. Is this, for
instance, a satisfactory way of talking about the revelation of
God in Jesus Christ? We must inquire more searchingly into
the explicit and tacit grounds for such a theological epis-
temology, in particular the view of language and reality it as-
sumes.

The key-passage here would seem to be St. Thomas’s
Proemium to his commentary on the de divinis nominibus. Ac-
cording to Thomas, Pseudo-Dionysius makes an “ artificial ”
fourfold division of what the Scriptures say about God. First-
ly, there is the treatment of what bears on the unity of the
divine essence and the distinction of persons. Secondly and
thirdly, there is what is said of God in virtue of some likeness
in created things:

Quae vero dicuntur de Deo in Scripturis, quarum aliqua simili-
tudo in creaturis invenitur, dupliciter se habent. Nam huiusmodi
similitudo in quibusdam quidem attenditur secundum aliquid quod
a Deo in creaturis derivatur. Sicut a primo bono sunt omnia bona
et a primo vivo sunt omnia viventia et sic de aliis similibus. Et

2 Cf. the excellent article by G. Ebeling, originally in Zeitschrift fiir Theologie
und Kirche 1964, now translated as “ The Hermeneutical Locus of the Doctrine of
God in Peter Lombard and Thomas Aquinas,” Journal for Theology and the
Church, vol. 8 (1967), 70-111.
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talia pertractat Dionysius in libro de divinis nominibus, quem prae
manibus habemus.

In quibusdam vero similitudo attenditur secundum aliquid a
creaturis in Deum translatum. Sicut Deus dicitur leo, petra, sol
vel aliquid huiusmodi; sic enim Deus symbolice vel metaphorice
nominatur. Et de huiusmodi tractavit Dionysius in quodam suo
libro quem de symbolica theologia intitulavit.

But because every likeness of creatures to God is deficient, we
have to proceed by way of negations (remotiones) . “Non solum
Deus non est lapis aut sol, qualia sensu apprehunduntur, sed
non est talis vita aut essentia qualis ab intellectu nostro concipi
potest.” Hence Dionysius’s fourth treatise de mystica theologia
(Pera, p.1).

The key-text in this key-passage for our purposes is “ sym-
bolice vel metaphorice.” We shall have to try to show briefly
that the “vel” conceals a fairly deep division between the
Platonisms of Pseudo-Dionysius and St. Thomas; and that both
Platonisms are fairly remote from any view of metaphor, sym-
bol, language and reality which we could comfortably hold to-
day.* It may be noted that this “ vel” is taken for granted
by St. Thomas from his earliest writings: in the Commentary
on. the Sentences, 1, d.34, q.3, a.1, 0bj.3 (Moos I, p.796) we have
“ hutusmodi metaphorae, vel symbolicae locutiones,” where he
is speaking of the Scriptures and goes on to refer to Pseudo-
Dionysius (the answer to the objection does nothing to modify
the language) ; again I, d.22, q.1, a.2, contra 2 (Moos I, p.534) .

Relying on the copious indices of Chevallier’s Dionysiaca, it
may be said with some confidence that metaphora occurs no-
where in the Greek or in any of the Latin versions of Pseudo-
Dionysius’s works. Why then does it seem obvious to St.
Thomas that “ symbolice ” and *“ metaphorice » are equivalent?

* * * * *

(A note on Latin metaphora) . The question is complicated by

41 take it that my description of Thomas’s perspectives as a Platonism is not
unduly provocative in view of the works of Geiger, Fabro, and most recently Klaus
Kremer, Die neuplatonische Seinsphilosophie und ihre Wirkung auf Thomas von
Aquin (Leiden, 1966).
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the fact that Eriugena, although he does not use metaphora
in his version of Pseudo-Dionysius, uses it frequently in his
main work, the de divisione naturae or Periphyseon. For ex-
ample, we have “ quemadmodum fere omnia quae de natura
conditarum rerum proprie praedicantur de conditore rerum per
metaphoram significandi gratia dici possunt . . . non ut proprie
significent quid ipsa (i.e. causa ommnium) sit sed ut transla-
tive . . . probabiliter cogitandum est suadeant.” ®

Ultimately any use of metaphora must, of course, go back to
Aristotle, primarily Poetica 21 and Rhetorica 111, 2.3.4.10.11,
or Topica VI, 2. The Moerbeke translation of Poet. has meta-
phora, but it can be exactly dated to 1278.° The Moerbeke
translation of Rhet. has not yet been edited, but the MSS are
dated at about 1270;7 no earlier version of Poet. is known,
while an earlier version of Rhet. seems not to have been used
in the schools. Quintilian’s Inst. Orat. was certainly used and
in the section de tropis (VIIIL, 6, 4) identifies translatio with
peradopd.

The position regarding the translation of Top. has recently
been clarified by Minio-Paluello.? It now seems clear that
the Boethian translation available for most of the Middle Ages
is not accurately represented by the version printed in Migne,
PL 94, which represents a revision made by Lefévre d’Etaples.
In Minio-Paluello’s edition, ueradopd is represented by transla-
tio or secundum translationem (ed. cit., pp. 1151.). 268 MSS
of this version are listed, while only three, two of them frag-
mentary, are known of another version printed by Minio-
Paluello and ascribed by him to an anonymous author of the
twelfth century. In this version we have metafora and secun-

5 Johannis Scotti Eriugenae Periphyseon, Liber Primus, ed. I. P. Sheldon-Williams
(Dublin, 1968), p. 86, 11. 1-8; PL 122, 463C. My italics. Sheldon- Williams translates
“ translative ” here by “ by analogy ”; but on the same page, 1.20 he translates it
“ metaphorically.”

¢ Ed. A. Franceschini et L. Minio-Paluello, Arisioteles Latinus XXXIII (Bruges-
Paris, 1953), pp. 26 f; p. vil

7 Aristoteles Latinus. Codices descripsit G. Lacombe et al. (Rome, 1939), pp.
77-8.

8 Aristoteles Latinus V. 1-3 (Leiden, 1969).



METAPHOR AND ONTOLOGY IN “ SACRA DOCTRINA 7 411

dum metaforam (ed.cit., pp. 256 £.), although both versions
have transferentes, transferunt, for ueradépovres, peradépovow
(140 a 10-11) in the text cited by St. Thomas, “ Omnes enim
transferentes secundum aliquam (anonymous version ‘quan-
dam’) similitudinem transferunt.”® In what is almost an
exact parallel to St. Thomas’s use we find in St. Albert’s little
treatise on the Trinitarian names of God, where he is discussing
Pseudo-Dionysius: “In alio (libro) tangit de his quae secun-
dum translationem, quod ipse symbolum vocat, de Deo dicun-
tur, et de hoc facit symbolicam theologiam » (In I Sent., d.22,
A, Ad aliud (5); Borgnet XXV, pp. 567b-8a. Compare Ad
ultimum (6), p.569b: “ Duplex est translatio, scilicet secun-
dum rem, et secundum nomen. Translatio secundum rem in
divinis nominibus non est nisi in symbolicis.”)

Without claiming any great authority in this matter, I feel
bound to conclude that St. Thomas could make such free use
of his equivalence symbolum=—metaphora in theology because
he could rely on a general familiarity among the thirteenth-
century Paris masters with the so-called “ Dionysian corpus,”
containing a very large number of texts from Eriugena’s De
div. nat. among the scholia attributed to Maximus.*®

* * * * *

Whatever may be the position regarding the Latin use of the
word metaphora, we can be certain that it does not adequately
represent the Dionysian idea of symbol. It is true that Pseudo-
Dionysius makes a significant distinction between the names

® De Veritate, q. 10, a.7 obj. 10. In the new Leonine edition, vol. XXII, 2 p.
315, the text from Top. is referred to one of the MSS, consulted by Minio-Paluello
for his edition of the Boethian version. Readers of M. D. Chenu’s fascinating
chapter on “The Symbolist Mentality ” in La Théologie au douziéme siécle
(Paris, 1957), translated in Nature, Man and Society (Chicago, 1968), will realize
that a great deal of the above is dependent upon (and revises) the footnote n. 1,
p. 186 (French), n. 73, pp. 138-9 (English), where the de Veritate reference is
wrongly given in both versions, and the Boethian authorship of the Top. version
is glanced at. s

*®8ee H. F. Dondaine, Le Corpus dionysien de UUniversité de Paris au XIIle
siécle (Rome, 1953); also the chapters “ L’Entrée de la théologie grecque” and
“ Orientale lumen ” in Chenu, La Théclogie au XIIe siécle.
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proper to symbolic theology and those which belong to the
intelligible order, which he treats of in the de divinis nominibus
(597 A, B; Pera nn. 27, 28). In the former group he refers to
the divine manifestations (felov daocudrov) in temples and
elsewhere, illuminating initiates (udoras) and prophets so that
they name the transcendent good according to its diverse powers
and causalities and attribute to it human forms and figures as
well as other pvord, mysteries. But a little earlier Pseudo-
Dionysius discusses the way in which the “ theologians,” the
sacred writers, praise God as beyond all names; and precisely
by way of a “symbolic theophany,” év pig v pvorikdv tis
ovpBoluis feodaveias dpdaewy (596 A; Pera n. 25). The Latin
version St. Thomas is following here has “in una mysticarum
visionum Dei apparitionis,” which Thomas strikingly amplifies
to “ apparitionem divinam #maginativam >’ (Pera. 96). Di-
onysius’s “ symbolic theophany > has become Thomas’s “ ap-
pearance in the imagination.”

It is extraordinarily difficult to pin down a single definite
sense in which Pseudo-Dionysius speaks of symbols. He is not,
of course, interested in such a definite sense; his writing is in-
cantatory in style and requires of the reader that he commit
himself to the way of anagoge, ascent: Dionysius is a mys-
tagogue.’* However, we may say that his valuation of symbols
depends on whether they are being treated of on “the way
up” or on “the way down”: whether, that is to say, they
are being treated of apophatically (via negationis) or kata-
phatically (via affirmationis) . But this distinction of modes of
theological consideration itself depends on a prior ontological
distinction: the procession of things from their source (mpdodos)
or their ascent and return to it (dvodos, émorpodsj, St. Thomas’s
conversio; cf. CH 1,1; ed.SC, pp.701.)

On the “way down” symbols are valued positively and
participate (deficiently) in the ontological fullness of their

11 On Pseudo-Dionysius’s dependence, in language and ideas, on the Neo-Platonic
tradition of the mysteries see, e.g., de Gandillac’s note to his translation of CH.,
ed. 5C, pp. 71-2,
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source: “ We must not despise them (the sacred symbols) for
they are begotten of the divine characters and bear their stamp,
manifest images of ineffable and sublime spectacles ” (Ep. IX;
PQ@G 3, 1108 C). Again, the symbols used by the ecclesiastical
hierarchy, when they celebrate liturgical rites, are valued posi-
tively (CH 3; ed.SC. p. 72-3) . But there can be no doubt that
just because the way of ascent to a transcendent mystical union
beyond words is the dominant movement of Pseudo-Dionysius’s
thought, symbols tend to be valued negatively, and this in the
special form of a recommendation of “ dissimilar similitudes,”
which are less likely to mislead the initiate on his way up than
those similitudes which partially convey the richness of their
source (CH 2, 3; ed.SC. p.77f.) Certainly Dionysius recog-
nizes that even the most vile and inferior likenesses still re-
semble their source by participating in it (CH 2, 3; ed.SC p. 80).

It is here that a modern reader is most acutely aware of an
ambiguity which does not seem to have made itself felt to
Pseudo-Dionysius himself, and which is partially solved by St.
Thomas’s equation of symbol and metaphor. On the one hand,
Dionysius is quite aware that his symbols are the product of
human creation; he even speaks in one place of the ““ holy poetic
fictions ”(rais mowrikais iepomhaoriaws, CH 2, 1; ed.SCp.74) , and
in Ep. IX he gives as an example of the function of symbols
for the “ passionate ” part of the soul the way in which some
hearers of unveiled theological instruction fashion in themselves
some figure (dvamhdrrovor témov mwa, 1108 B) so as to help
themselves to understand the pure theological teaching.

On the other hand, in the lines immediately preceding this
last reference, Dionysius says that the “impassible” part of
the soul is destined for “ simple and interior spectacles of dei-
form images ” (feoeddv dyalpdrov). The word agalma has a
long and interesting history going back at least to Plato; ** the
basic sense is “image,” “ statue,” “ object of religious venera-
tion.” For Dionysius, the celestial hierarchy makes of its

2 Phaedrus, 252 D; Timaeus 87 C, with F. M. Cornford’s commentary, Plato’s
Cosmology (London, 1987), pp. 99f.
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followers perfect images, agalmata, of God, stainless and trans-
parent mirrors (CH 3, 2; ed.SC p.88). Pseudo-Dionysius be-
longs to that whole archaic tradition of thought about symbols
and images which finds in them the embodiment of the reality
they are meant to express.*®

It seems likely that for Pseudo-Dionysius symbols belong to
the same conceptual world as ikons, which although made by
human hands are invested by consecration with the presence
of a divine reality.** Thus symbols, whether words or rites, are
“fictions,” constructed by the sacred writers or ministers, and
yet communicate ontologically with the divine reality by par-
ticipation and communicate this reality to the initiate. The
gap between “symbol ” in this sense and St. Thomas’s “ meta-
phor ” is striking. We may perhaps say, simplifying somewhat,
that for Pseudo-Dionysius symbols belong to a single con-
tinuous hierarchical chain of ontological participation, which
includes cosmos, hierographer and hierophant, and initiate;
for St. Thomas, the symbol (=metaphor) has become par-
tially detached from this chain and is treated by the the-
ologian as a product of the human mind, although sacred writer
and theologian still belong to an undivided cosmos of divine
creation. Pseudo-Dionysius’s practice, of course, is pregnantly
symbolic; St. Thomas’s is almost bare of metaphor.

What, for our purposes at least, distinguishes the whole
medieval tradition, from FEriugena to St. Thomas (and be-
yond) , is an interest in language, grammar, rhetoric, and logic.*®

1% For a discussion of patristic usage, see interestingly J. Betz, Die Eucharistie
in der Zeit der griechischen Viter, 1/1 (Freiburg, 1955), pp. 217-39. Also F. W,
Eltester, Eikon im Neuen Testament (Berlin, 1958). A modern attempt to ex-
ploit this notion of symbol, K. Rahner, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” Theological
Investigations IV (London, 1966), pp. 221-52. Cf. the articles on “Bild” in
RAC, RGG, LTK.

*4St. Thomas is acquainted with this use of language. See his remarks in the
prologue to the question on oaths, II-II, q. 89, where he speaks of the “ assump-
tion ” of something divine for worship, whether this aliguid divinum is a sacra-
ment or ipsum nomen divinum. But this is not the theologian’s use of language.

% See the stimulating book by Marcia L. Colish, The Mirror of Language (New
Haven, 1968). It is a pity that, in spite of some perceptive criticism of modern
“ metaphysical * interpretation of analogy, she goes so badly wrong on St. Thomas,
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The procedures of human articulation have become the object
of independent study, and the whole grasp of the world is medi-
ated by an analytical consciousness of the linguistic modes of
that grasp. Here we are primarily concerned with the particular
form this analytic consciousness took in St. Thomas’s mind,
in particular his account of the divine names.

The passage from the Commentary on the Sentences men-
tioned earlier (I Sent. d, 84, q. 3, aa. 1-2) is of considerable
interest here. We should bear in mind while reading these
articles Chenu’s extremely perceptive remarks when he dis-
cusses “the mental operation proper to symbolism  :

namely, translatio, a transference or elevation from the visible
sphere to the invisible through the mediating agency of an image
borrowed from sense-perceptible reality. This is what we mean by
“ metaphor,” except that here the term had a particular orientation;
metaphor was obedient to the necessities imposed by transcendent
realities, above all in pseudo-Dionysian theology. . . .

Twelfth-century masters made ready use of the term translatio;
but its inadequacy led them to transliterate its Greek equivalent
into anagoge, as Latin versions of pseudo-Dionysius had already
done. (Nature, Man, and Society, p. 138)

Translatio then can bring together what we should understand
by “ metaphor ” and by “ ascent to the transcendent.” So when
Thomas takes up the translative from Lombard’s text and ques-
tions it, he is firmly within a tradition for which translatio
meant not only * transference ” within a single order of reality,
but also, and indeed primarily, * transference ” from one order
of reality——sensible and material—to a higher order of reality—
intelligible and immaterial. Hence Thomas’s remark (art. 2 ad
3) that names, such as *“ cherubim,” expressing a limited mode
of intelligible perfection, cannot be applied to God even “ meta-
phorically,” quia metaphora sumenda est ex his quae sunt
manifesta secundum sensum.

failing to distinguish the analogical analysis of predication from the recognition
of, say, Trinitarian “ analogies” in the soul. Pseudo-Dionysius gets a passing
mention, p. 169. More general treatments, still of great value for the non-
specialist: H. I. Marrou, 4 History of Education in Antiquity (London, 1956);
E. R. Curtius, European Literature and Latin Middle Ages (Iondon, 1953).
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But still more interesting from our point of view is Thomas’s
reply to an objection from the Topics (the text quoted above
as 1t appears in de Verit., .10, a.7 0bj. 10) and Boethius, where
it 1s argued that no similitudo vel metaphora can be taken from
the sensible world to be applied to God translative. Thomas
distinguishes in his reply between two sorts of likeness, simil-
itudo: that which obtains by participation in the same form,
and quaedam similitudo proportionalitatis, as for instance 8: 4
as 6:8. This latter sort of likeness allows of transumptio ex
corporalibus in divina. So God can be called “fire ”; as fire
makes liquescent things flow by its heat, so God pours out his
perfections in all creatures by his goodness (“vel aliquid
buiusmodi,” he says, rather offhandedly!).

The language of “ proportionality ” comes we know from
Euclid.*® Still from the early period of St. Thomas’s teaching,
we have a parallel distinction of similitudo, here referred by
Thomas to Top. I** The corpus of the article has contrasted
the two ways in which names can be predicated of God an-
alogically: one symbolice, where the usual *metaphorical ”
names are given as examples; the other where no defect is in-
cluded in the definition of the principal significatum. The no-
tion of ““ proportion ” in metaphor occurs in Rhet. (e.g., III,
4; 1407 a 14, ™y peradopav v ék T0b dvdloyov), but its most
detailed treatment is found in Poet. 21; 1457 b 16-33. As we
have seen, St. Thomas probably had no direct knowledge of
this treatment of analogical or proportional metaphor; but it
is deeply interesting that from his earliest writings his account
of “symbolic” or “metaphorical” names predicated of God
should be formulated in terms of a four-term “ proportion ™
or “ proportionality.” The same account occurs, of course, in
I, q. 13, a. 6.

18 Cf. B. Montagnes, La Doctrine de Uandalogie de Uétre d’aprés s. Thomas
d’Aquin (Paris, 1963), p. 76, n. 23, “Note lexicographique sur la distinction
proportio-proportionalitas.”

" De Verit. q. 2, a. 11 ad 2. Top. I, 17; 108 a 7-16, wrongly referred in the
Marietti edition to Top. II; I have not been able to consult the new Leonine
edition of the early questions of de Verit.
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The reader need have no fear; we are not about to embark on
yet another examination of the ““ doctrine of analogy.” In fact,
a subordinate concern of the present article has been to rela-
tivize what seems sometimes to have been an obsession on the
part of commentators, who have extracted St. Thomas’s re-
marks on this topic and used them to pile up enormous meta-
physical constructions: towers of Babel, one might suggest,
since in general the “ doctrine of analogy ” is not placed in what
we have tried to present as its proper context, namely, the
revelation in Scriptural tradition of divine names, transmitted
and interpreted in particular by Pseudo-Dionysius. It is only
when this context is appreciated by the modern reader that
he can recognize St. Thomas’s originality within the tradition,
and also perceive its limitations.

The originality consists firstly in the formal application of
Aristotelian epistemology to the “ symbolic ” tradition of divine
names; St. Thomas’s preference for metaphora rather than
translatio would seem to indicate a sharper awareness of the
human conditions of talk about God. Thus he begins his treat-
ment de nominibus Det in 1, q. 18 with a general account of the
genesis of the word: “ Secundum Philosophum, voces sunt
signa intellectuum, et intellectus sunt rerum similitudines. Et
sic patet quod voces referuntur ad res significandas, mediante
conceptione intellectus” (art. 1). We have to note that this
crucial shift of perspective—from words as logia to words as
human products—involves an entire analytic procedure; for
what is now analysed is explicitly ““ names ” as predicates. That
is to say, we have both a (metaphysical) psychological epis-
temology and a logical epistemology, the latter benefiting from
the tradition of “grammar” in theology.* While Thomas’s

*® Cf. the chapter “ Grammaire et Théologie” in M. D. Chenu, La Théologie
au douziéme siécle, pp. 90-107. The earlier version of this chapter, in AHDLMA
X (1935-6), carries the discussion on to the thirteenth century. The introductory
portions of the basic book by J. Pinborg, Die Entwicklung der Sprachtheorie im
Mittelalter (Miinster, 1967), and of the essay by H. J. Stiker, “ Une théorie
linguistique au Moyen Age: Iécole modiste,” RSPT 56 (1972), pp. 585-616,
offer summaries of grammatical theories, up to the time of St. Thomas, in regard
to the treatment of mod; significandi.
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account of modi significands is not strikingly original, it is in-
teresting to note that, according to Pinborg (p. 42), his view
allows greater freedom to the creative activity of the mind.
What is certainly true is that St. Thomas stands for a demyth-
ologization of the word, some of the consequences of which in
later times he could hardly have expected. The full conse-
quences of Thomas’s recognition of the human creation of the
word are still contained for him within an archaic order; for
even the human word is still related by similitudo to the cosmic
world, and thus to the pure perfections deficiently represented
in that world.

Here it seems desirable to stand back from St. Thomas for
a moment and place his views in a wider context. We need
perhaps do no more than mention the critique of the exclusive
analysis of propositions into subject and predicate by logicians
who have been concerned to analyse the propositions of mathe-
matics.”® More important for our purposes are the implications
for an account of metaphor of abandoning the assumption that
metaphorical assertions are primarily the application of pre-
dicates. If we recall the famous description of Shakespeare’s
later plays by the critic G. Wilson Knight as “ extended meta-
phors ” we may see how the notion of metaphor-predicate is
much too narrow to do justice to metaphorical language. Given
our ordinary literary use of “metaphor,” it is only by “ex-
tension” (by “metaphor”) that we can call an entire play
a metaphor; but just this extension of “ metaphor” surely
draws attention to the important truth that metaphor only
functions as such within a given human “ world,” where tacit
assumptions as to what counts as “literal ” prevail. The play
as a whole can count as a metaphor when it is set over against
the ordinary world of our everyday habitation; and the “local ”
metaphor of a particular act of speech or writing is a “ play ”
in detail—a “ play of speech.” Metaphor belongs not to isolated

1% For a modern (favorable) discussion of “Subject and Predicate,” see the
chapter by that title in P. T. Geach, Reference and Generdlity, amended edition
(Ithaca, 1968). This might be the place to mention the interesting book by M.
Durrant, The Logical Status of ‘ God’ (London, 1978), though it deserves more
than a mention.
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propositions but to entire “ language-games > ; in fact, the par-
ticular metaphor always involves more than just the given
statement with its claim to represent a given state of affairs
(Sachverhalt) 2° Thirdly, we may consider Sir Edward Evans-
Pritchard’s reflections in the chapter “ The Problem of Sym-
bols ” in his classic account of Nuer religion.?* The characteris-
tic of Nuer thought about “God” is that, while their God-
term Kwoth is predicated of all sorts of things and events, it
is rarely that anything is predicated of kwoth. Evans-Pritchard
analyzes the predication of kwoth in terms of a general formula:
“ the problem of something being something else.” In connec-
tion with our second observation in this paragraph we may
note again that metaphorical language in divinis cannot always
be assumed to consist of predications about God but that we
need to take into account the whole language-game of the
linguistic community (“tribe”) and its “world,” a world
which cannot be unambiguously identified apart from the
linguistic community which contributes to its manifestation.
Now, of course, St. Thomas must insist that it is in fact
possible unambiguously to define the world, to speak about it
proprie, literally; and so to argue that in some cases at least it
is possible to speak proprie about God. Here again his origi-
nality needs to be recognized so that we may at the same time
recognize its limitations. Briefly, St. Thomas both takes for
granted and establishes his own presupposition that the literal
sense of language (and we may say the literal sense of the
world) can be unambiguously defined in metaphysical terms.
Even God can be spoken of proprie, not aequivoce, because of
a similitude of participation between creatures and God which
can be in certain cases extracted from the creaturely modus

20 The use of Wittgensteinian language of the later (“language-games™) and
earlier (Sachverhalt) periods is deliberate. It is a pity that Marcus B. Hester’s
The Meaning of Poetic Metaphor (The Hague, 1967) has tried to “amplify ”
Wittgenstein by introducing a notion of “seeing as” involving “ mental images.”
I cannot refrain from mentioning what seems to be Hester’s extraordinary mis-
reading (pp. 25-6) of Hopkins’s lines “ O the mind, mind has mountains,” where
he seems to suppose that Hopkins is relying on a mental image of the brain!

#t Nuer Religion (Oxford, 1957). Reviewed by the present writer in Blackfriars
(December, 1957), pp. 524-8.



420 CORNELIUS ERNST

essendi by an appropriate negation of the modus significand:
of our language. The “ certain cases” are those in which
materiality or corporeality is not inseparably part of the modus
essendi or significands.

For St. Thomas the world manifests itself as a dualism of
spirit and matter, even where the dualism is manifested in
substantial unity. Thus it is possible to lay down conditions
for “ proper ” or “ literal ” talk about God in two stages: (1)
in general, “ proper ” and “ metaphorical ” language can be un-
ambiguously distinguished; (2) in particular, proper and meta-
phorical language about God can be distinguished unambigu-
ously on the basis of the dual manifestation of the world. The
consequences of this twofold distinction are obvious through-
out the writings of St. Thomas, not only in his explicit use of
the distinction (e.g., I, q. 19, a. 11 on woluntas signi and
generally to exclude “ anthropomorphisms”) but in the way
in which a Seriptural or other authoritative text, say in a sed
contra, is expounded metaphysically in the corpus articuli, with-
out any apparent sense of hermeneutic discontinuity. The pro-
cess is most clearly to be seen in the Scriptural commentaries,
which throw a great deal of light on the way in which Thomas
saw his own world of interpretation rise without rupture out of
the Scriptural world (reminding ourselves of the “ seamless
veil ” of symbols mediating revelation of God through Seripture
and the cosmos) . We may compare this lack of sense of rupture
to that with which modern readers can comfortably use “ ex-
istentialist ” language to interpret the Scriptures.

Behind St. Thomas there is, of course, a long tradition, es-
pecially in regard to the “ anthropomorphisms” of the Bible.
Consider, for example, Philo’s astonishing exegesis of Gen. 17:1,
“1 am thy God,” where he insists that this is an abuse, or at
least a licence, of language (karaxpnorikds, ob kvpiws).”* The

2271 take this reference from the deeply interesting book by U. Mauser, Gottesbild
und Menschwerdung (Tibingen, 1971), p. 27. Philo is discussed pp. 23-28. Re-
lying on the impressive and moving account of the divine pathos in Abraham
Heschel’s The Prophets (New York, 1962), Mauser sets out to show how the
“ anthropomorphism ” of God and the “ theomorphism ” of man in the Old Testa-
ment find their key and consummation in Jesus Christ and are further exhibited
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Existent (6 év) “1is full of himself and is sufficient for him-
self . .. He cannot change nor alter and needs nothing else at
all, so that all things are his but he himself in the proper sense
belongs to none” (De Mut. Nom. 4, 27-8, tr. Colson and
Whitaker, LCL V, p. 157). There are however certain “ po-
tencies ” (Svvduewv) which can be spoken of in a sense as rela-
tive; one such is “the creative potency called God, because
through this the Father who is its begetter and contriver made
the universe.” ** Again, the whole point of Maimonides’ Guide
for the Perplexed is to resolve the apparent contradiction be-
tween philosophy and religion. “ Human reason has attracted
him (the religious man) to abide within its sphere; and he finds
it difficult to accept as correct the teaching based on the literal
interpretation of the Law, and especially that which he himself
or others derived from those homonymous, metaphorical, or
hybrid expressions ” found in the prophetic books.** Judaism
and Christianity have shared the same tension between a cer-
tain metaphysical determination of what is to count as literal,
and the metaphorical expressions of the Scriptures.® This
(“ Platonist ) metaphysical determination of what is to count
as literal is not, of course, the only one. An alternative version

in Christian life, especially mm the “suffering Apostle.” H. Corbin, Creative
Imagination in the Sifism of Ibn ‘Abrabi (London, 1969), finds pathos in Islam.

28 Ibid., p. 159. Cf. Quod Deus immutabilis sit, 5, 20-6, 32; 11, 51-14, 69, for a
further treatment of anthropomorphisms. Philo himself stands in a tradition. I‘or
the Septuagint, see the chapter “ Names of God” in C. H. Dodd, The Bible and
the Greeks (London, 1954). An interesting example of LXX interpretation in the
area “knowledge of God” is found in Exodus 83:13, quoted by Philo, de Mut.
Nom. 2, 8. On the names of God in the Psalms, see the excursus (4) to Ps. 24
in H. J. Kraus, Psalmen I (BK XV/1) (Neukirchen, 1960), pp. 197 {., with its
indication of Canaanite formulae. See also the articles ’zl, ’#l6him in Jenni-
Westermann, Theologisches Handwérterbuch zum Alten Testament I (Miinchen-
Ziirich, 1971), and in Theologisches Worterbuch zum Alten Testament I ( Stuttgart,
1971). For the tradition prior to Philo, see the magisterial work by M. Hengel,
Judentum und Hellenismus, 2. ed. (Titbingen, 1973).

** Quide for the Perplexed, 2 ed. (London, 1986 (1904), tr. Friedlinder), p. 2.
See especially Pt. I, chapters 46f. St. Thomas, of course, refers to Maimonides
(Guide, 1, 58) in I, q. 18, a. 2 to criticize his views but in the same tradition.

# For Islam and the Qur'an, as well as the standard treatment by Gardet and
Anawati, see the useful small book by W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy
and Theology (Edinburgh, 1962).
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is analyzed with great power by Michel Foucault for the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries in Europe,® and this version,
condensed in the notion of “facts,” has continued to be in-
fluential in both explicit and implicit ways; recently it has been
revived in the sophisticated form of the mathematical theory
of “models,” another avatar of similitudo.r

This article has attempted to disentangle some of the implica-
tions of St. Thomas’s  symbolice vel metaphorice,” especially
in a theological context. The consequences of such an explora-
tion may seem to indicate that he has very little to offer us
today except a purely historical interest. The whole tradition
of interpretation of Scripture to which he unmistakably be-
longs is obviously archaic, although his own equivalence of
“ symbol ” and “ metaphor ” suggests in germ the emergence of
an acosmic humanism which is still with us. St. Thomas con-
tains the humanism within a metaphysical and hierarchical sub-
ordination of all being, including the being of interpreting mind,
to God.?® It is here precisely that I should want to claim for
St. Thomas more than historical interest, in the sense that
his approach to the problem of theological interpretation of
Scripture has laid down what I take to be an inescapable
requirement for theologians of any epoch: that their interpre-
tation must exhibit the ontological primacy of God, God as
the ultimately really real. How may we do this today when we

28 The Order of Things, ET (London, 1970).

27 See, e. g., the appendix by Rolf Eberle to Colin Murray Turbayne, The Myth
of Metaphor, revised edition (Columbia, South Carolina, 1970). Turbayne seems
to use the phrase “ extended metaphor ” to mean “model "—an interesting alterna-
tive to Wilson Knight’s usage taken over in this article,

28T am sorry not to have been able to discuss in this article the interference of
Pseudo-Dionysian and Augustinian Platonisms in St. Thomas, especially the
historico-temporal and eschatological orientations of the latter. 1 cannot refrain
from referring to Thomas’s treatment of the ceremonial precepts of the Old Law,
I, q. 99, a. 3 ad 8 with q. 101, a. 2, where similitudo, metaphorica locutio,
and figura are simultaneously at play. In beatitude, the expressive role of the body
In praising is not “figurative,” non consistit in aligua figura. Note also the shift
to pure allegory from the “ pregnant ”” symbolism of #mago in III, q. 83, a. 1 corp,,
and ad 2. On allegory, see the remarkable book by Angus Fletcher, Allegory:
the Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca, 1964), especially the chapter on “ Psy-
choanalytic Analogues.”
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seem no longer to be in command of a criterion, metaphysical
or other, for unambiguously distinguishing the “literal” from
the “metaphorical ”? Is “God” a literal or a metaphorical
expression? The whole of the present article has tried to lead
up to this question in a theological context; it would require
something much more substantial than an article to begin to
answer it and what follows may be regarded merely as program-
matic notes.

To begin with the simpler aspects of our problem, we may
say that the context in which “ God” is used will tell us
whether the expression is intended literally or metaphorically;
the texture of the context can be roughly discriminated. Or-
dinarily by this rule “ God ”—’¢l, *¢l6him, theos—will have
to be called a metaphorical expression in its Biblical context,
as compared to its.use in philosophical contexts. Of course, this
conclusion must make one feel uneasy; in fact, our ordinary
reading of the Bible is, I suspect, universally dependent on the
assumption that “ God ” there is somehow literal. Now that
we are more accustomed to reading “ Yahweh ” in our Bibles
than “the Lord ” (adonay, Kurios), we need to feel, for in-
stance, that the identification of “God” and “ Yahweh ” is
doing more than claiming the same reference for two names,
say, “Julius ” and “ Caesar.” In fact, what this means is that
we cannot read the Bible without interpreting it (* as litera-
ture ) , that we must have some prior understanding of “ God ”
in order to make sense of the Bible. But can that prior under-
standing of “ God ” be called literal? Our ordinary contexts for
“God” (prayer, ritual, even swearing) are ways of life and
behavior which are diseriminated from ways of life and be-
havior which are tacitly identified as everyday and which count
to make the language which belongs to them *literal.” The
point of .the Five Ways was to show how one might go on
speaking of “ God ” in the ordinary world—et hoc omnes dicunt
“Deum.” What if or when the Five Ways no longer perform
this function? Does one start looking for other “ ways” ?

Obviously other “ ways” must be looked for, though hardly
in the sense of “ proofs ”; even for Aristotle and St. Thomas
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the notion of demonstratio is more complex than the usual sense
of “ proof ” (cf. the Posterior Analytics and St. Thomas’s com-
mentary thereon). The most plausible “ way,” it seems, is the
exploration of the genesis of meaning, understood as the mani-
festation of the real. The significance of this “way,” in the
present context, is that it is prior to any conventional dis-
crimination of “literal” and “ metaphorical.” It would, I be-
lieve, render more adequately our intention when we speak of
God or to God to understand “ God” as also prior to any dis-
tinction of literal (whether or not analogical) and metaphorical.
The later writings of Heidegger * are the most important ex-
ploration of this “ way ” known to me, not least because they
can be seen in continuity with the ontological interpretation
of the divine names in Catholic tradition, notably by St.
Thomas.

Finally, this “ way,” reaching beyond the distinction of literal
and metaphorical, allows Jesus to show himself as the center
of the revelation of God (thus ““Jesus” as the fulfilment of
“Yahweh ). This is not merely a matter of the words of
Jesus, his parables, for instance, though we can recognise in
them instances of what we have called above, with Wilson
Knight, “extended metaphor —whole “plays” rather than
predicate-metaphors.*® Nor again is it only a recognition of
the background in apocalyptic without which the figure of
Jesus becomes unintelligible in its New Testament setting.*
Nor, yet again, is it a matter of the actions of Jesus, say his
“ parabolic ” actions, healing or presiding at the Last Supper;
though it is important that we should see the seamless con-
tinuity of those actions, in a total behavior which cannot be
divided into “everyday ™ actions and “ religious ” actions, cor-
responding to “literal ” and “ metaphorical.” To see Jesus as

*® Some of the most interesting essays are collected in a remarkably successful
translation, Poetry, Language, Thought, by Albert Hofstadter (New York, 1971).

30 See J. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, revised edition (London, 1963),
especially the discussion of the introductory Aramaic 18, no “like” but “as in
the case of,” pp. 100f.

31 See K. Koch, The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic (London, 1972).



METAPHOR AND ONTOLOGY IN ‘““ SACRA DOCTRINA 7 425

the center of the revelation of God is all this and more, some-
thing for which a distinction into  sensible ” and “ intelligible
could not possibly do.

We want to see Jesus as someone who walked in Galilee and
Jerusalem, who from the originating source of meaning in him-
self, prior to a literal-metaphorical distinction, was and is the
supreme and unique revelation of God, beyond distinctions of
meaning. We want to see his whole life, culminating in the
Resurrection, as the revelation of ultimate meaning. If by
“meaning ” we may provisionally understand the process or
praxis by which the world to which man belongs becomes the
world which belongs to man, then we may see a man’s life as
transformation in and of meaning, a “ metaphor > beyond meta-
phors. In the Resurrection, the world which belongs to man
becomes the world which belongs to God; the Resurrection is
the ultimate “metaphor” of the world, its trans-lation and
trans-figuration. This seems to make better sense of the Joh-
annine logos; for it is important to insist that what is at the
end is also in the beginning. Jesus is the “way.”

These concluding remarks are enough, it may be felt, to sug-
gest what might be involved in surrendering St. Thomas’s meta-
physically based distinction of literal and metaphorical in the-
ology, while trying to retain a version of outology, here an
ontology of meaning. We need perhaps in our own times what
St. Thomas was in his:

The impossible possible philosophers’ man,

The man who has had the time to think enough,

The central man, the human globe, responsive

As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,

Who in a million diamonds sums us up. (Wallace Stevens,
“Asides on the oboe )

I hope it will not seem too unpleasing a paradox to celebrate
St. Thomas in a metaphor.

CornzrLius Ernst, O, P.
Blackfriars
Ozxford, England



MAN’S TRANSCENDENCE AND THOMISTIC
RESOURCES

HRISTTANITY PRESUPPOSES that man is a reli-

ously transcendent being, that is, that he is oriented

by his knowledge and love, as these emerge from and re-
flect his being, toward a personal relation to God within the
human community. On this view man’s unawareness or rejec-
tion of this relation to God and his fellow men is an alienation
from himself, a failure to know or appropriate himself on the
deepest level of his being. It is not evidence that this orienta-
tion does not exist; rather it shows that the Christian revela-
tion and gift are not only a fulfillment of man’s orientation
but a liberation from ignorance and inclinations that are
destructive of himself and the human community. Without this
orientation the Christian proclamation can have no meaning or
relevance to him. There is, however, a very strong tradition in
modern philosophy that questions and even denies such a
transcendence. These denials or questions are normally based
on interpretations of man’s horizon as experienced in his scien-
tific knowledge and his values in modern secular life. The im-
portance of this question for a philosophy of religion and the-
ology calls us to raise the question of the fact and character of
man’s transcendence from an examination of man’s modern ex-
perience of knowledge and values.*

The present article addresses the question of how one who
comes from the Thomistic tradition in philosophy should be
related to his tradition when he faces a problem like this. Al-
though many of us in the Thomistic tradition claim as our own

In “Religious Reflection and Man’s Transcendence,” The Thomist 87 (1973),
1-68, I present evidence for this interpretation of the difficulties and suggest an
approach to the question of transcendence.

426
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the whole background of modern science, life, and philosophy,
we were introduced to philosophy in a specific tradition, and
so we face the question of our relationship to that tradition
when we approach philosophical problems. We have seen
radically differing attitudes toward this tradition by men so
introduced to philosophy. At one period many Neo-Thomists
when facing a modern problem would seek the full answer from
St. Thomas in a way that indicates they did not recognize that
modern experience and problems pose a question of the ade-
quacy of this philosophy. More recently we have seen many
reject or abandon this tradition almost totally when they face
modern philosophical problems, out of their sense of an un-
bridgeable chasm between current problems and Thomas’s
philosophy. Most of us from this tradition are somewhat con-
fused about the way we should relate the philosophy we initially
accepted to the current problems we face. In this situation it
seems worthwhile to reflect on the use we should make of the
resources of Thomistic philosophy as we face a question like
man’s transcendence in our time.

It may seem to some that there is opposition between facing
a philosophical problem personally and creatively and doing so
within a philosophical tradition. True, we must honestly ac-
knowledge the full dimensions of a philosophical problem like
that of man’s transcendence and try to understand and be open
to the difficulties against it as these are expressed in modern
philosophies. And because of the nature of philosophy we must
address ourselves to a problem of this sort largely on the basis
of the experience we as modern men have and our reflection on
this. This is not because modern experience is more valid in all
instances than an earlier experience. In fact, there may well
be much in the experience claimed and explained by earlier
philosophers that we have valid bases to appropriate as our
own, and much in more recent philosophies that we cannot
validly appropriate as an adequate articulation of our experi-
ence. But the difficulties against man’s transcendence in our
time are said to derive from modern experience; we share many
experiences with men of our time that seem to argue against
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transcendence, and we must communicate with these men.
While it is characteristic of creative philosophers generally to
reflect on their own problems and experiences, it also seems to
be characteristic of them to make use of the resources of a
philosophical tradition rather than to create totally on their
own a framework of interpretation. The richness of their
philosophical answers, right or wrong, comes from their use of
a rich tradition and from their modification of this tradition as
this is called for by new problems and new experiences. For
example, Kant made great use of rationalistic and empiricist
philosophies that preceded him, and Heidegger made great use
of Husserl’s phenomenology. These men, as well as so many
creative philosophers, seem to have found in their experience
a challenge to the adequacy of their inherited intellectual
scheme and value system, and the philosophical position each
developed is related in some way to a resolution of the dichot-
omy experienced, by a use and adaptation of an inherited in-
tellectual framework. This situation is not only a factual one;
it seems to be an essential condition of man’s philosophical
work, because it is part of the human condition. If philosophy
is to be valid, it is not by escaping this condition but by finding
that it is an opening rather than an obstacle to philosophical
truth, since philosophy’s growth is dialogic and dialectical.
Recognition and acknowledgement of how we depend on and
have been enriched by our philosophical tradition is all the
more appropriate for those of us whose main service is sharing
with men of our time insights we have gained from others
rather than some unique philosophical creativity.

The Thomistic tradition, or the tradition to which St. Thomas
contributed so much and which has developed since his time,
particularly in our own century, is very rich indeed. Its roots
go back to the beginnings of philosophy, and it has experienced
a development that could not conceivably have been achieved
by one individaul, no matter how brilliant. Modern philosophy
owes much to this tradition, whether this is acknowledged or
not. Specifically in the question we are dealing with, Thomas
finds in human experience a basis for asserting man’s religious
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transcendence and articulates this philosophically, while most
prominent modern philosophies deny this. If modern experience
continues to justify a philosophical assertion of man’s tran-
scendence and calls for an anthropology that will explain this,
both a premodern philosophy that bases its affirmation of this
on human experience and modern philosophies that base their
denials of it on later human experience must change and grow
internally through acknowledging what is valid in positions
other than their own. In this situation and with reference to
our question it would appear to be as unwise to reject or aban-
don Thomas’s philosophy totally as it would be to accept it
totally. There can be no philosophical reason against rejecting
or modifying our tradition when evidence calls for this, but
there is as much philosophical reason against being uneritical
in our rejection of our tradition as in our acceptance of it.
This article is a prolegomenon to a future direct philosophical
treatment of the question of man’s religious transcendence; it
limits itself to asking how one from the Thomistic tradition in
philosophy should relate to the resources of this tradition as he
faces the question of transcendence in a way appropriate to the
contemporary problem. The article will develop an answer to
this question through examining different models for relating
the Thomistic tradition to the contemporary problem of man’s
transcendence. We will indicate what these models are and
then comment on their adequacy, clarifying the answer we pro-
pose in the process of examining these alternatives. The alter-
natives we will study are (1) the recovery of St. Thomas’s
philosophy, (2) Thomistic dialogue from the Maréchalian tra-
dition, specifically as found in Karl Rahner and Bernard
Longergan, and (3) a rejection of a metaphysics of being in
Leslie Dewart. We are not giving a full analysis of these posi-
tions; we are addressing ourselves primarily to those who are
familiar with these positions, and for others a fuller treatment
of them may be found elsewhere. We will simply recall what
we understand to be central elements of each of these positions
and then briefly reflect on these elements in reference both to
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the Thomistic tradition and to the current problematic. The
full justification for a program such as the one we are calling
for in this article can be found, of course, only in implementing
it. But it seems necessary for us, before such a study, to at-
tempt to identify the position from which we carry on a
philosophical dialogue on man’s transcendence appropriate for
our age.

1. The recovery of St. Thomas’s philosophy

One model we should recall is the recovery of St. Thomas’s
objective analysis of the hierarchy of being and of man’s place
within this hierarchy. There are very few Thomists in our time
who would think that this recovery is sufficient as an answer
to the modern problem of transcendence, but this model should
be examined so that we can establish, as it were, a base line and
face honestly the limitations as well as the resources of
Thomistic philosophy in this regard. Without recalling here
the historical and theological context of Thomas’s philosophy
of man, we suggest that essential elements of this alternative
are a recovery of his metaphysics, his philosophy of human
nature, and his reflective analysis of man’s knowledge and moral
activity. After recalling some elements of these aspects of
Thomas’s thought, we shall indicate what we think are some
basic modern difficulties to this thought and point to some
developments in Thomism that are both honest to Thomas’s
basic principles and contributions toward overcoming the gap
that exists between his thought and the modern problematic.

In his metaphysics Thomas studies the structure of being.
That is, he studies concretely existing things; it is these that the
word and notion “being” primarily designates, for being is
that which is. What simply can be is not being but possible
being. In this study Thomas analyses the principles constitu-
tive of beings as they are being, such as substance and ac-
cidents, act and potency, and particularly essence and existence.
The principle of being is primarily esse or the act of being, be-
cause “being, or that which is, is insofar as it participates in
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the act of being.” ? In virtue of the principles of being and their
relationship Thomas explains the properties of being such as
their truth, goodness, and unity, and the hierarchy that exists
among beings, a hierarchy in perfection that is determined by
the form or substance as receptive of the act of being. This act
is proportioned to the potency it actualizes, that is, to the sub-
stance, nature or form. The powers and actions distinctive of
a certain kind of being similarly find their source in these
principles. But there are other principles of being that Thomas
also studies, namely, the causal principles. Here we think par-
ticularly of the first cause, God, who can be known by causal
inference from the imperfect and material beings we directly
know, and in whom being is found as subsistent. God is total
actuality, free from matter and potency, and so he is tran-
scendent being “ par excellence.” Thomas articulates the in-
terrelation between God and creatures in terms of causality and
participation, He also reflects upon the whole of this meta-
physical analysis. For example, in his sophisticated analysis
of analogy, he reflects upon the modes of predication found
here; and in his study of the relation between metaphysies and
other kinds of knowledge (e.g., mathematics and natural
philosophy) , he shows the status of metaphysics as knowledge.

St. Thomas’s philosophical analysis of man’s transcendence is
primarily objective and is in the context (though not the con-
fines) of Aristotle’s philosophy of nature, and more specifically
his hylomorphic theory. That is, he like Aristotle infers from
certain general human experiences of material things enduring
and changing over a continuous period of time a view of the
constitutive principles of the material thing that can explamn
this continuity and change. Man also is a material being, and
thus the primary philosophical principles in virtue of which
material things are explained in Aristotle’s “ physies” are
operative in the philosophical explanation of man. These help
to explain both what man shares with other material things and

?St. Thomas, In Librum Boethi; de Trinitate, q. 5, a. 4 (quoted here from
Opuscula theologica, Rome, 1954).
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what his transcendence is in relation to the rest of material
reality. Thomas examines the acts distinctive of man, and he
explains them philosophically through rooting them in natural
human powers proportioned to these acts and both of these in
human nature composed of matter and a form proportioned to
man’s acts. In developing this he analyses the relation between
matter and form in man, shows that the human soul is his sole
substantial form, and defends its character as spiritual to ac-
count for man’s intellectual activity. He analyses the specifie
powers (and the interrelation among them) that one must infer
to account for the different kinds of human activity, giving
particular emphasis to man’s intellectual knowledge. He ex-
plains our experience of knowledge by sense powers (both ex-
ternal and internal-like memory and imagination) and intellect.
What man primarily knows intellectually are the natures of
material things, and the way he knows these is through sense
knowledge and intellectual abstraction mediated by a power
St. Thomas infers (along with Aristotle), namely, man’s ab-
stractive or agent intellect. One summary statement of this
interrelation can be recalled here:

In this way then our intellectual operation is caused by sense from
the part of the phantasms. But since phantasms do not suffice to
affect the possible intellect—it is necessary that they be made ac-
tually intelligible by the agent intellect—it cannot be said that
sense knowledge is the total and perfect cause of intellectual knowl-
edge, but rather, in a way, the matter of the cause?

The principles of our knowledge that Thomas investigates are
not only the objective principles, such as the physical thing and
how it informs the intellect, but also the subject. Knowledge
is properly our act; it is then primarily action or operation
(actus perfecti) and not being acted upon. That is, the proper
“cause” of our knowledge is the subject; knowledge is an
operation or activity of the subject through the mediation of its
powers. This knowledge occurs in man only through a succes-
sion of acts-—apprehension, judgment, and reasoning. (We will

8 Summa Theologiae, I, q. 84, a. 6.
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have occasion later in this article to refer to these acts again,
and so here we shall not recall more of St. Thomas’s very de-
veloped philosophical thought of man’s intellectual activity.)
We should note that he also analyzes how man is oriented to
the good through desire and love, powers in him that can ac-
count for these acts (appetitive powers, on both the sense and
rational level) , and their relationship to man’s cognitive powers
and acts. Here we have simply recalled that an important ele-
ment of Thomas’s philosophical articulation of man’s tran-
scendence is his analysis of the structure through which man is
able to engage in operations of knowledge and desire or love.
There is anther sense in which Thomas articulates the tran-
scendence of man, one that is closer to the modern question.
Here we refer to his reflective analysis of man as knower and
as moral agent, as one who 1s naturally oriented toward God
in his desire to know and in his quest for value. With reference
to man as knower Thomas’s practice in developing the five
ways by which we can know naturally the existence of God
shows the orientation and capacity that he finds in man as
knower. This exists in man even before he engages in meta-
physical knowledge. Before knowing metaphysically, man pos-
sesses a primitive knowledge of reality as being, for “ that which
the intellect first of all conceives as the most known, and in
which it resolves all its concepts in being.”* And although
there is much that stands in the way of its actualization, there
is in men generally and not simply in the metaphysician a
natural capacity and orientation to the knowledge of God.

There is in man a natural desire of knowing the cause when he
sees the effect, for wonder arises in men from this. If therefore
the intellect of the rational creature is not able to attain to the
first cause of things, the natural desire remains unfulfilled.?

In metaphysics this knowledge is possessed reflectively, sys-
tematically and scientifically, for it is in metaphysics that we
study the principles (constitutive and causal) of beings as

¢ De Verit.,, q. 1., a. 9.
* Summa Theol., ibid., q. 12, a. 1.
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being. While God is not the subject of metaphysics, he is the
principle of its subject insofar as he is known through his
effects.

Something of man’s transcendence in knowledge is shown by
Thomas when he critically and reflectively shows what sort of
knowledge is found in metaphysics. In one key passage he
associates knowledge found in natural philosophy and math-
ematics with the first act of man’s mind, apprehensive ab-
straction, and metaphysics with the second act, judgment or
separation.’ In abstraction one aspect of the thing is considered
without other aspects as when, for example, in natural philoso-
phy we consider man without considering the individual (ab-
stracting the universal from the particular) or when in math-
ematics we consider quantity without considering the material
substance it determines (abstracting form from matter). (We
can note here that how the object is known and conceptualized
depends in part upon the active and constructive character
of the intellect and its act.) Thomas associates the meta-
physical level of knowledge with judgment because it is in the
judgment that we affirm being (asserting that something is
or not) . He associates it with judgment specifically as separa-
tion, since metaphysics is justified only if reality demands some
science In addition to those that treat it as material or quan-
tified; and reality justifies this only if it legitimately evokes a
judgment that there are dimensions of reality that do not exist
in matter or are not intrinsically dependent upon matter. Ws
should note that there is disagreement among Thomists in their
analyses of the intellectual act whereby man knows being or
knows metaphysically, some using as basis the above text, and
others calling upon a later passage where Thomas distinguishes
metaphysics from natural philosophy and mathematics as
another degree of abstration, thus associating it with the first
act of the mind rather than with the judgment.” The difficulty
of explaining man’s knowledge of being as Thomas understands

8 Qee In Librum Boethii de Trinitate, q. 5, a. 1.
? See Summa Theol., ibid., q. 85, a. 1 ad 2.
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being (in distinction from Aristotle ) within the noetic of
Thomas persists among his modern disciples. The understand-
ing of being that is within the orientation and capacity of the
human mind for Thomas is, as we see, one that is not restricted
to a descriptive level but is explanatory, and explanatory not
only by constitutive principles of being but by causal principles.
In its furthest reach it includes an inference to the assertion of
the existence of God as first cause of the reality proportioned
to man’s knowledge.

In interpretations of Thomas’s understanding of man’s tran-
scendence we frequently find mention only of man’s tran-
scendence in knowledge. But for a more adequate view one
would have to recall his analysis of man’s orientation to his goal
in the beginning of his moral treatise.* Here he analyses the
final goal in general, showing that an immediate goal or good
moves us in virtue of the ultimate end, and thus that the immedi-
ate end is for the ultimate end. He asks what things happiness
consists in; and he shows that ultimate happiness for man cannot
consist in goods external to him (such as riches, honors, fame or
power) , in goods of the body such as pleasure in goods of the soul
such as virtue, or in any created good, but only in God. Nothing
less than God has the perfection that fulfills the longings of
the human heart. Happiness is ultimately man’s operation (an
activity of his higher powers and more properly of his intellect
than of his will, though including both) as this has to do with
man’s highest intentional object, namely, God himself. Man
has even a natural desire for the beatific vision, a desire that
cannot be fulfilled save through God’s gifts.

What should we think of the appropriateness of this model
for a philosophy of man’s transcendence in our time? We will
make three comments on this model, comments that take their
origin from basic difficulties many modern philosophers would
have with it. These difficulties are against the fact of an opera-

8 See ibid., I-1I, qq. 1-3. A full study of Thomas’s thought on man’s religious
transcendence would also include his teaching on the virtue of religion and what
evokes man’s dedication of himself to God (e.g., ibid., q. 82, a. 8).
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tional transcendence of man, against the structure of man, and
against the relation of man to the rest of the material order as
expressed by Thomas.

In the first place, the above view of man would be rejected
because much of modern philosophy denies man’s tran-
scendence; that is, it denies that man is oriented to and capable
of a dimension of knowledge that extends as far as a knowl-
edge of God, and specifically one found in a metaphysics, or
that he is in his activity seeking a value not restricted to the
secular order and, indeed, properly seeking this. In reference
to this problem we agree that, while Thomas did on the basis
of human experience reflect and articulate man’s transcendence
in knowledge and quest for value, this problem was not central
for him. In his age of faith and the science of his day this fact
of man’s transcendence had an obvious character that for many
it does not have in our time. In a sense, this problem of the
fact of man’s transcendence is the central problem for philoso-
phy in our time and it is a more radical problem than those
that were central for Thomas. Before there is point in articu-
lating philosophically the structure of man in a way that ac-
counts for his transcendence, the question of the fact of this
transcendence must be raised, and raised within the context of
modern experience and philosophy. In this we are agreed with
the Maréchalians, and in our next section we shall recall how
Rahner and Lonergan face this problem. But if modern experi-
ence as well as pre-modern experience justifies the philosophical
assertion of this transcendence, as we think it does, the question
of the structure of man that accounts for it returns to us. Infact,
one may say that the question of the structure of man faces
modern philosophers even before they are willing to assert the
operational transcendence of man. If they antecedently associ-
ate such an assertion with a structure of man that is static and
already totally given, and thus opposed to man’s process in
nature and history, they have great difficutly in acknowledging
the fact of man’s transcendence. An so even at this point there
is reason for us to recall that a static view of man is not a con-
sequence of an assertion of his transcendence.
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In the second place then, philosophers today who do accept
a religious transcendence in man agree that this gives rise to a
need for a philosophical articulation of the structure of man.
But many of these react against Thomas’s philosophy as reflect-
ing a view marked too much by an intellectualism, an approach
to man as static substance, and an objectivism. To these it
may seem reasonable to opt for a philosophy that has been de-
veloped after modern science has shown the processive charac-
ter of man. They may, for example, turn to A. N. Whitehead
or to Teilhard de Chardin. We certainly agree that these men
have essential contributions to make to a philosophical articu-
lation of the structure of man, and they have gone far to in-
tegrate process with transcendence rather than, as so much
modern philosophy does, oppose them. Moreover, in their
philosophies they go far toward escaping the dilemma between
a reductionism to the scientific account of man or an isolation
of man from the physical order, between a scientism and an
existentialism, between an objectivism and a subjectivism, be-
tween a view that relates man solely to nature and one that
relates him solely to history. However, these philosophical tra-
ditions too are called to an enlargement today, and one that
may diminish the distance between them and a Thomism that
has been modified by modern science and experience. For ex-
ample, some of Whitehead’s disciples question whether his view
of man as a succession of actual events accounts adequately
for man as agent,—as one who is, endures, and acts.® Teilhard
de Chardin’s position has been criticized because it brings to-
gether in one view science, philosophy, and theology in such
a way that what is distinctive to the method and implications
of each is no longer preserved clearly in their interrelation.
Moreover, at times he uses as his categories of explanation
metaphors (e.g., he attributes consciousness to the lowest of
physical organisms) which, if they were clarified, could well

°In some cases these questions are addressed to Whitehead’s position from a
perspective influenced by John Macmurray. See, for example, Macmurray’s, The
Self as Agent (London, 1957), and F¥. Kirkpatrick, “ Process or Agent: Models
for Self and God,” Thought 48 (1973), 33-60.



438 JOHN FARRELLY

lead to distinctions articulated in Thomas’s philosophy. Here
we simply wish to recall several points to show that Thomas’s
philosophical articulation of man’s transcendence toward being
or, more properly, toward God, has a capacity for growth that
allows it to explain much beyond the experience that he central-
ly articulated, a capacity that goes far toward overcoming the
dichotomy between being and subject in process that many see
in him.

Thomas’s articulation of man appears to many to place much
more emphasis on the intellectual dimensions of his tran-
scendence than is reflective of modern experience. The limited
transcendence in man’s operations that is acknowledged by a
number of modern philosophies is primarily in the order of
values that man seeks in history, and there seems to be no
place in Thomas’s philosophy of being to articulate this ex-
perience. In answer to this we should recall that Thomas’s
articulation of man’s transcendence has reference not only to
his knowledge but to his desires and the actions that come from
these. Man’s desire for value or the good and his action for
these is an orientation toward being. That is, Thomas associ-
ates the good with being since the good is the actualization or
perfection of the one who is in quest, and esse is the actualiza-
tion of being. For example he writes

The good is that which all desire . . . but all things desire to be
(esse) actually according to their manner, which is clear from
the fact that each thing according to its nature resists corruption.
To be actually then constitutes the nature of the good.*®

For St. Thomas, this good must be intentionally present to man’s
will for him to elicit his free acts through which history is con-
stituted. Without developing here the bases for this opinion,*
we can suggest that Thomistic philosophy can account for the

1 I Contra Gentiles, c. 37, para. 4. See also de Verit, q. 22, a. 1 ad 4; q.
21, 2; de Pot., q. 3, a. 6.

111 offer these bases in an article, “ Existence, the Intellect and the Will,” The
New Scholasticism 29 (1955), 145-174. A relation between Thomistic principles
and modern experience to explain man’s action is found to be very fruitful in
J. de Finance, Essa; sur Uagir humain (Rome, 1962).
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good as intentionally present to man through the act of the
agent intellect. This is an act emerging from the principles
of man’s very being, an act that Thomas describes in ways that
agsociate it with esse, and an act that is present to the will
(somewhat as the intelligible species is present to the possible
intellect) . Man’s object in the sense of the good of the agent
is present to the will through such an act, and his object
in the sense of what he wants for his good is present to
the will through man’s knowledge of a thing or operation.
Larger dimensions of the good, such as that which includes
both the agent and other men, or both man and God,
would be present to man in some way that is in continuity
with this. Being then, in this view, faces man as his horizon
not simply in his intellectual transcendence but in that value
orientation that is his as a free agent. It faces him as a lure
calling for his free acts through which his nature is perfected
or actualized. And since as a temporal being his actualization
emerges only through many acts, it faces him as a future that
is brought about by an historical process.

St. Thomas’s explanation of man’s actions through rooting
them in a human nature or substance appears to many to give a
static view that does not do justice to the dynamism in man’s
history. For this reason some identify Thomas’s philosophy
with a Greek view of man and oppose it to what they call a
Semitic view. In answer to this we can say that Thomas’s en-
largement of Aristotle’s understanding of being has conse-
quences here that go far to meet this difficulty. It is true that
Aristotle interpreted man’s actions through their relation to
human powers and the nature in which they were rooted and that
Thomas also emphasized man’s substance or nature, and par-
ticularly his form or soul, in his explanation of man’s actions.
But there are many bases in Thomas’s writing that call us to
relate man’s actions to his being and not simply to his nature.
For example, if one must infer from man’s operations that the
good is mediated to him through the agent intellect, and that
this properly participates in man’s esse, then we must give a
fuller development than Thomas has explicitly given of esse
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as an intrinsic constitutive principle from which man’s dis-
tinctive powers and acts emerge. An explanation of man’s
distinctive actions (insofar as it is appropriate for a philosophy
to give) is impossible if we keep ourselves within the confines
of human nature. There is much in Thomas’s philosophy to
support the view that the intrinsic constitutive principles of
the human person include both the substance and the esse, and
that the context of explanation of man’s acts and powers should
be the human person or human being rather than human
nature.’? The basic intrinsic principles that account philoso-
phically for man’s operations include a dynamic principle as
well as a formal principle (which is also dynamic formally).
Being for Thomas is so un-opposed to process in man that
man’s being demands and is the root of the process that is dis-
tinctive of him. This can be seen since man’s esse calls forth as
a lure the process through which man brings about the ac-
tualization of his being. The opposition between a Greek and
a “ Semitic ” view of man is diminished by this consideration; if
a Greek philosophical view of man has to account for his
dynamism and process, a “ Semitic ” view of man, if it is to have
any philosophical elaboration, has to account for the distinc-
tiveness of man.

Thomas’s understanding of man’s moral activity has appear-
ed to many to be incapable of articulating modern man’s ex-
perience of himself as subject creatively realizing himself in
history. They interpret his view of man’s moral activity as a
conformity to a totally given nature. This may have some
semblance of foundation in the way Thomas’s view is at times
presented, but there is much in his analysis of man’s operations
that, if brought to the fore, can allow us a more adequate basis
for judgment about the capacities of his philosophy to account
for modern man’s experience of transcendence, Thomas (and
indeed Aristotle) radically distinguishes man’s operations of

12 See, for example, Summa Theol., III, q. 2, a. 2 ad 3. Also Thomas’s under-
standing of person as “ subsistens rationalis naturae” (ibid., I, q. 29, a. 3) has
implied for many of his disciples that existing as a substance of a rationa] nature
is an intrinsic principle of the person,
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knowledge and free choice from the activity of a physical body
moved from one location to another; he expresses this by call-
ing the former an “ actus perfecti ” and the latter an “actus
entis in potentia prout in potentia.” If I move a pencil across
a page, it gains its movement from another “a retro”; if I
choose freely, it is I who “move ” or act, and I so act through
being empowered not “a retro” but by the value or good I
am seeking; I am empowered by the good, but it is I who act—
in virtue of that power that has actualized me.”®

If the implications of Thomas’s analysis of man’s free opera-
tion as an “ actus perfecti ” are brought out by properly rooting
man’s operations in his being, it would appear that his philoso-
phy has much to contribute to an elucidation of man’s moral
activity. This accounts for man being truly agent in his ac-
tivity rather than passive, the more so because he is reflective
agent—reflecting upon himself and his relation to value. In
this view the actualization of man’s nature faces him as his
human horizon, the value soliciting his engagement in history,
and a causal influence enabling him to act humanly. In this
view the way in which human nature is a norm for man’s
actions is radically different from the way a twelve inch ruler
is a norm for a line that is a foot long. The ruler is a norm
that is fully constituted before one draws the line, and one
that is identically the same for all the lines drawn according to
its specifications. Man’s nature is a norm for moral action only
through the mediation of right reason. It is normative as it is
related to man’s moral activity. Since this moral activity is

*® An analysis of St. Thomas’s philosophy of the “ actus perfecti ” may be found
in my Predestination, Grace and Free Will (Westminister Md.: Newman, 1964),
180-185, 192-196. I may add, in view of some criticisms of Thomas’s philosophy
from process philosophers, that in the same book I show that Thomas’s under-
standing of God’s eternal knowledge of man’s free acts is not opposed to the
reality of freedom and newness in creation. The same cannot be said about the
interpretations found in some of Thomas’s disciples. On the comparison between
Thomas’s view of God’s relation to the world and that of Whitehead, one may
profitably consult Walter E. Stokes, “A Whiteheadian Reflection on God’s Re-

lation to the World,” in Ewert Cousins (ed.), Process Theology (New York, 1971),
137-152.
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for the actualization of man’s nature (individually and social-
ly) , his nature is a norm for his action not so much as that to
which his action conforms as that which establishes what his
possibilities and fulfillment are as fully actualized. Therefore
man’s reason is a norm not so much as he knows his nature
insofar as it is antecedent to his action but as he knows that
for which it is potential, that possibility and value to which
man and his acts are oriented. Also, while the norm present
in a ruler is unchanging, man’s nature is present in individuals
only analogically, being existentially different in individuals
of different ages, sexes, cultures, environments, and heredities;
there is a certain indeterminateness in human nature when
abstracted from the circumstances in which it is a moral norm.
Right reason as a moral norm then is more an intelligent grasp
of man’s possibilities and fulfillment appropriate to (or medi-
ated by) his specific environment of nature and history and
its implications for present activity, than a directive from a
static nature unchangingly oriented to its proper fulfillment in
similar circumstances and structures.** The differences among
cultures or human environments and the relation of these
differences to human behavior—both as mediating to men uni-
versal human values in differing ways and as the effects of men’s
behavior—were not recognized or articulated by Thomas as
they must be today if a continuity in human nature is to be
related properly to man’s development and change.

In the third place, many who admit a transcendence in man
and a need to articulate a structure in man in virtue of which
he has this would say that this problem today involves man’s
relationship to the rest of the material world. Here the state
of the question is so radically different from what it was in the
time of Thomas that, they would add, there is no reason to
look to to the resources of his thought for help in articulating
philosophically this relationship. Evidence of man’s transcen-
dence in an evolutionary world should make us turn to the

* A specific example of the use of human nature as a moral norm in this way
is suggested in my article, “ The Principle of the Family Good,” Theological
Studies 81 (1970), 262-274.
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philosophies, for example, of Whitehead or Teilhard de Chardin.
These were developed to account, in part, for man’s evolu-
tionary or processive relationship to the rest of the physical
world. They are not in their philosophical articulation of this
bound to a static view of the world and of species. Specifically,
they allow for a spontaneity, newness, process, and relatedness
in the material order below man that give a better philoso-
phical articulation of its relation to man than one can expect
from the resources of Thomistic philosophy.

We acknowledge, of course, that in this area the problems
and data on which philosophy must reflect have changed
radically since the time of St. Thomas. We are interested in
making a response here to this difficulty only to the extent of
showing that in this area Thomism has changed also and that
the current reflection in the Thomistic tradition deserves criti-
cal evaluation rather than simple neglect in a modern philoso-
phical articulation of man’s relation to the rest of the physical
world. As a basis for this view we will recall something in
general about the relation between Thomas’s philosophy of
nature and the data of science, and then point to the fact that
in spite of all the changes in our understanding of the physical
world the modern data give rise to problems that Thomas ad-
dressed in a non-evolutionary framework, and addressed in such
a way that his answers are not restrictedly relevant to such a
framework.

In reference to the fact that Thomas’s philosophy developed
from a pre-evolutionary world view, we wish to recall different
types of philosophies of nature when related to science, as these
have been classified by E. McMullin. One type takes its basis
outside of physical sciences (PN 1) ; one in an extension of phys-
ical sciences and takesits data from them (PN 2); and one in part
takes its departure from outside the physical sciences but uses
the conclusions of science (PNM).* According to McMullin,

%% See E. McMullin, “Philosophies of Nature,” New Scholasticism 43 (1969),
29-74. He distinguishes these from philosophies of science some of which he sur-
veys in his article, “ Recent Work in the Philosophy of Science,” ibid., 40 (1966),
478-518, '
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Aristotle’s seventeenth-century successors and some of Thomas’s
twentieth-century disciples opted for the first position, with the
result that they have lost contact with the sciences and their
views have become vacuous. John Dewey’s position is of the
second type, but philosophies of nature of this character are
inadequate:

Such second order philosophies of nature are legion: The myriad
speculations of those whose imaginations are sparked by some new
scientific advance, so that they leap to a speculative claim about
Nature whose only real warrant is the original piece of empirical
science.'®

The PNM model can escape the inadequacies of these ex-
tremes; this model, however, embraces many diverse philoso-
phies of nature. It includes that of Whitehead who called upon
both the data of the physical sciences and his experience of
human consciousness to explain organic processes; and more
recently, it includes, for example, that of Errol Harris, the
foundations of whose view are both:

the empirical data underpinning the various theories whose results
he generalizes, and also the metaphysics whose internal coherence
and adequacy give it a claim that transcends that of the scientific
theories from which it originally took its origin.*”

There is much reason to think that Thomas’s philosophy of
nature falls into this last type, even though science and the
philosophy of nature were not distinguished in his age as in
ours. It did draw upon the physics of his day, for example, the
physics of the celestial bodies and their influence upon terrestial
bodies, but it certainly had bases outside these sciences, as in
man’s general experience of different kinds of physical change,
and in Thomas’s metaphysics of act and potency. A view that
Thomas’s philosophy of nature has resources that contribute to
the philosophical elucidation of man’s evolutionary emergence
from lower physical reality depends then upon the possibility

8 1bid., 60.
7 Ibid., 57. See E. Harris, The Foundations of Metaphysics in Science (New
York, 1965).
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that certain principles in his philosophy can be disengaged from
the science of his time and that these are positively and profit-
ably related to the data of modern science.® We may also
note here that Aristotle’s philosophy is not as restrictedly de«
pendent upon the “ science ™ of his times as is popularly sup-
posed. For example, in his elaboration of his hyloniorphic
theory, he does not even mention his view on the physical
elements. This theory depends not upon the science of the
elements but rather upon a first order human knowledge, an
awareness of physical becoming and change within the context
of a more basic continuity of existence.*®

Can Thomas’s philosophy of nature positively and profitably
relate to the modern data that supports man’s emergence from
lower physical organisms? This question of the relationship

1% The dependence of Thomas’s metaphysics and cosmology on the science of
his day is more candidly admitted now by his disciples than it has been at times
in the past. See T. Litt, Les Corps célestes dans Uunivers de saint Thomas d’Aquin
(Paris, 1963), 367:

“Les . . . chapitres de cet ouvrage montrent que . . . la métaphysique . . .
des corps célestes . . . est incontestablement une piéce constitutive de la synthése
philosophique du Docteur commun . . . : ses conceptions sur la nature et P'action
des sphéres célestes prennent place dans une vision grandiose de I'ordre universel;
tous les aspects de cette cosmologie typiquement médiévale se complétent d’une
maniére rigoureusement cohérente et révélent 'esprit de synthése si caractéristique
de la pensée du maitre.”

And on page 372:

“TUne . . . question, capitale pour les thomistes actuels, se pose aussitét: le

systéme philosophique de S. Thomas peut-il étre amputé, sans inconvénient serieux,
de la pseudo-métaphysique [pseudo cosmologie] des sphéres céleste? . . . il est
possible de reprendre & S. Thomas les théses essentialles de sa métaphysique tout
en sacrifiant les conceptions pseudo-métaphysiques et pseudo-scientifiques de sa
‘ physique céleste’. Celles-ci, en effet, sont des applications erronées ou imaginaires
des principes. . . .
“Mais il ne suffit pas de supprimer, il faut remplacer. Les philosophes thomistes
d’aujourd’hui se trouvent devant la tiche redoutable de mettre sur pied une
nouvelle cosmologie, une nouvelle philosophie de l'univers matériel, et notamment
une reponse valable au probléme de la finalité dans Vunivers matériel en méme
temps qu'une épistémologie et une critique des sciences.”

These quotations are found also in John Deely, “ The Philosophical Dimen-
sions of the Origin of Species,” The Thomist 33 (1969), 75-149, 251-342, on p. 258.

*®See Aristotle, Physics, I, vii; and U. Thobe, “ Hylomorphism Revisited,” New
Scholasticism 42 (1968), 226-258.
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between Thomas’s philosophy and evolutionary biology is
different today than it was in the early days after Darwin. For
example, biologists in our time more fully acknowledge the fact
and dimensions of progress in biological evolution than they
did in the early twentieth century. Dobzhansky writes:

Despite numerous attempts, biologists have not succeeded in for-
mulating a rigorous definition of what constitutes progress in bio-
logical evolution. And yet the progress is intuitively evident.?

Relating this progress specifically to man, we see that modern
phenomena as well as pre-modern phenomena support the dis-
tinctiveness of man and so give rise to the problem of philoso-
phically articulating this distinctiveness. John Deely, in a
treatment of this problem, turns to a modern expression of this
distinctiveness:

In terms of the adaptive phenotype, the radical basis of human
cultural capacity means this: “The human organism has a con-
stitutional capacity to react to objects . . . without the specific
content or form of the reaction being in any way physiologically
given ” and on the basis of this capacity “ the human attains levels
of organization beyond those open to animals.” 2*

There is a genetic basis necessary for this constitutional capa-
city. This does not imply a fixed biological human nature, but
it does imply a first human nature from which the human
nature that we experience today has developed. Once we accept
the fact,

namely, that the human evolutionary uniqueness is constituted
by the norm of reaction which admits of certain non-physiological
phenotypic modalities, and that such a reaction range is established
in consequence of a kind of awareness which . . . transcends the
biologically given, we have the evolutionary basis for the very
potency—act analysis by which, at another observational level and

2 T Dobzhansky “ Teilhard de Chardin and the Orientation of Evolution: A
Critical Essay,” in E. Cousins (ed.), Process, p. 287.

21 John Deely “The Emergence of Man: An Inquiry into the Operation of
Natural Selection in the Making of Man,” New Scholasticism 40 (1966), 166-167.
The quotation in this text is from T. Parsons and E. Shils (ed.), Toward ¢ General
Theory of Action (New York, 1962), 10, 17.
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in a non-evolutionary perspective, St. Thomas pointed out the
spirit in man . . . that is not strictly educible from the potentiality
of matter—even though it appears in time exactly as though by way
of biological causation.”

If modern science gives rise in a new way to the philosophical
problem of accounting for the distinctiveness of man, it also
gives rise in a new way to the philosophical problem of the
progressively larger capacities evident in the physical world
or the problem of the interrelation of species. In an earlier
period of evolutionary biology and of classical philosophy the
answers to this problem were diametrically opposed. For Dar-
win, species were arbitrary divisions within a continuum of
nature; one derived from the other by the mechanistic and
chance factors implied in the principle “the survival of the
fittest.” For an earlier philosophy species signified static kinds
given in the physical world, kinds that were unchanging, differ-
ing from one another as essentially and abruptly as whole num-
bers, and interrelated in a strictly hierarchical manner. When
a correlation between the two views of species was attempted,
confusion was multiplied. More recently each side has so
modified its position that there is communication between many
scientists and philosophers on the issues.® From the biological
side, some prominent theorists of evolution accept the existence
of discontinuities and progress (not as defined as orthogenesis,
but nevertheless real) among species as well as of continuities.
They explain evolution through change in genetic endowment
in succeeding generations and thus through reproduction and

*2 Ibid., 169-170.

2% For a treatment on this matter on which I largely depend here, see Deely,
“ The Philosophical Dimensions of the Origin of Species,” cited above. Also see
James Anderson, “ Teilhard’s Cosmological Kinship to Aristotle,” New Scholasticism
45 (1971) and Claude Savary, “About Aristotle and Evolutionism,” ibid., 47
(1978), 248-52.

On Jacques Monod’s reduction of the evolutionary process to chance in his
book Le hasard et la nécessité. Essai sur la philosophie naturelle de la biologie
moderne (Paris, 1970), see A. Bauchau, “La biologie moderne selon Jacques
Monod,” Nouvelle revue théologique 93 (1971) 290-8300, and M. Corvez, “La
philosophie de la biologie moderne. Reflexions critiques,” ibid., 301-316.
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heredity. And they recognize that a mechanistic interpretation
of macro-evolution may be all that science as such is capable
of, but it cannot do justice to the progress that is evident
or to the finality implied in the adaptation of organism to en-
viroment.** From the philosophical side, the notion of species
has been disengaged from a variety of associated notions. For
example, in the Greek view of the eternity of the world, species
can seem to be eternally given; in Christian doctrine of creation,
species, and the ideas they give rise to, have an origin. The
modern recognition of evolution shows that this origin is a
progressive one in time, Certain traits proper to species in its
meaning as a term in logic have been disengaged from the no-
tion of species as this refers to a structure of physical being:
species in the latter sense designates the nature or essence of
the physical being, that basic inner principle that structures
its existence and operation; and it is found in individuals only
in an analogical way, not in a univocal way. According to some,
there are basically only four species in this philosophical sense:
inanimate material being, vegetative life, animal life, and

*¢ See T. Dobzhansky, Genetics and the Origin of Species (3rd ed., N. Y., 1951),
83: “ Evolution is change in the heredity, in the genetic endowment of succeed-
ing generations; no understanding of evolution is possible except with the founda-
tion of a knowledge of heredity.” Also see Dobzhansky, “ Teilhard . . .”, 286
“ Natural selection is, on the contrary, an anti-chance process. The selection per-
petuates genetic constitutions which are adaptive in a given environment and
fails to perpetuate the less well-adapted one . . . The environments present chal-
lenges to a living species—to which the latter may or may not respond by adaptive
alterations—of its hereditary endowment.”

See also C. H. Waddington, “ The Theory of Evolution Today,” in Arthur
Koestler and J. R. Smythies (ed.), Beyond Reductionism (Boston, 1969), 357-395.
In one place he presents the evolution of the horse as an example of development.
Then in answer to a question about the spontaneous emission of behavior that
has adaptive value, he says (379):

“I think I gave an example of this when I said that horses had several
strategies available, either to stand and fight or to run fast and escape. Of course
in using terms like ‘strategy’ one is being rather anthropomorphic. I think that
there are both dangers and advantages in being anthropomorphic in thinking about
evolution. If you are not at all anthropomorphic you run a great danger of being
confined to very simple minded mechanical models; . . . there is the danger of
being too anthropomorphic and implying that the evolving horses made a conscious
chojce whether to run away or stand and fight”
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human life, and there are subspecies mediating these basic kinds
of physical beings and individuals. Moreover, there is nothing
in Thomas’s philosophical understanding of species to indicate
that a species cannot have an origin in time from material beings
of another species.

There is now more communication between scientists and
philosophers on the issue of the character of the progress evi-
dent in the physical world not only because certain unnecessary
obstacles have been overcome but also because the modern data
do give rise to philosophical problems if the scientist does not
so absolutize his method as to prevent these arising. Some of
these problems have been treated by Thomas at another obser-
vational level in a way that a contemporary philosopher (not a
scientist as scientist) may profitably consider them, and some
of these problems call for a marked change in a philosophy of
the Thomistic tradition if this philosophy is to justify any claim
to relevance or value as a reflection on our modern experience
of the physical world. Philosophical problems are acknowl-
edged by Dobzhansky and Waddington among others. The
latter, for example, defends a theory of evolution that holds
that the unit of evolution is the phenotype, which is identified
on the basis of behavior, even more than the genotype. To ex-
plain evolution he calls upon factors such as the challenge
presented by the environment (e. g., that posed by enemies of
the horse in the Tertiary period), the spontaneous response of
organisms to these challenges (e.g., the horses’ strategy of
running away rather than standing and fighting) , the feedback
of both the environment (e.g., through the survival of the
horses that became proficient at this strategy) and behavior
(e. g., horses that have genes capacitating them for this response
mate and enhance the capacity in their offspring) on the genetic
system, and the gradual changes in this system that bring
about a population of organisms that shows an appropriately
altered phenotype.®

The problem of finality and spontaneous behavior evident,

* See Waddington, art. cit., 372-874.
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for example, in this evolutionary theory poses at another ob-
servational level and in an evolutionary perspective a problem
Thomas addressed. If what we have said earlier about esse as
well as nature evoking behavior and about actus perfecti is
true, it has much to contribute to a philosophical explanation
of the finality and spontaneity of the behavior that contributes
to the evolutionary process. (We may note that, in their ex-
planations of evolutionary process, Whitehead and Teilhard de
Chardin call upon their experience of acting for a goal as a
partial principle, applying this analogically of course to lower
organisms. In the Thomistic tradition also, it would seem that
we must agree with them and call upon our experience as agent
operating for a goal, applying the philosophical explanation of
this analogically to lower organisms.) On the other hand, the
philosophical problem of behavior as contributing to a change
in physical structure and as relational to environment as well
as to the organism’s inner structure poses a problem of adjust-
ment to Thomistic philosophy that treated behavior too
prominently as function of nature ( or, preferably, the physical
being) .

From what we have seen in this investigation of a recovery
of Thomas’s philosophy as a model for the interrelation be-
tween his thought and the present problem of man’s transcen-
dence we have suggested that a simple recovery is totally in-
adequate for the present problem but that there is a capacity
in his philosophy for development that lessens the gap between
it and man’s modern experience of himself and the world and
that encourages us not to neglect the resources of his philoso-
phy as we address the problem of man’s transcendence in our
time.

2. Thomistic dialogue from the Maréchalian tradition

Other models for the interrelation between the philosophy
of St. Thomas and the modern problematic of man’s transcen-
dence are presented to us by Maréchal and those who share
his dialogue with modern philosophy and particularly with
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Imannuel Kant. Like Kant Maréchal started with man’s knowl-
edge; he attempted to show the possibility of metaphysical
knowledge as a condition for the possibility for man’s judg-
ments. Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan have also taken
this general approach, and so both have as a central theme in
their study the question of man’s transcendence, though they
treat this in ways that differ from one another.

Karl Rahner’s central concern in the philosophical part of his
work is man’s transcendence. This centrality is shown in the
fact that Rahner considers all modern philosophical difficulties
against Christianity to have behind them man’s non-accep-
tance of his transcendence; what is then of prime importance is
man’s appropriation of this transcendence.?® To indicate how
he articulates this transcendence, we may recall some elements
of his early work defending the possibility of metaphysics and
man’s openness to an historical revelation, and then something
of how he adjusted his view of man’s transcendence in his
later work.

In Spirit in the World * Rahner presents as his central ques-

26 See K. Rahner, “ Thoughts on the Possibility of Belief Today,” Theologicul
Investigations, vol. 5 (Baltimore 1966), 7-9:

“ The real argument against Christianity is the experience of life, this experi-

ence of darkness. And I have always found that behind the techmical arguments
levelled by the learned against Christianity—as the ultimate force and a prior
pre-judgment supporting these scientific doubts—there are always these ultimate
experiences of life causing the spirit and the heart to be sombre, tired and des-
pairing.
“. ... For what does Christianity really declare? Nothing else, after all, but that
this mystery wishes to communicate Himself in absolute self-communication—as
the infinite, incomprehensible and inexpressible Being whose name is God, as seli-
giving nearness—to the human soul in the midst of its experience of its own
finite emptiness. . . . For anyone who really accepts himself accepts a mystery
in the sense of the infinite emptiness which is man. He accepts himself in the im-
mensity of his unpredictable destiny and-—silently, and without premediation—he
accepts the One who has decided to fill this infinite emptiness (which is the
mystery of man) with his own infinite fullness (which is the mystery called
God).”

Also see “Philosophy and Theology,” ibid., p. 74: “ philosophy in the strictest
sense cannot be anything other than the methodically exact, reflected and most
expediently controlled representation and articulation of this original and never
quite attained self-understanding.”

*"K. Rahner, Spirit in the World, translated by Wm, Dych from the second
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tion “ the possibility of metaphysics on the presupposition that
all human thought remains permanently dependent on sense
intuition.” #* There is a certain similarity between Kant and
St. Thomas insofar as the former held that man’s knowledge
was confined to the order of possible experience, and the latter
held that our knowledge always involves a turning to the
phantasm and thus to the order of space and time that is given
to us through sense knowledge and the imagination. From
these similar premises, however, Kant denies our knowledge
of the noumenon and the absolute, while Thomas affirms it.
Rahner uses Thomas’s noetic, or his interpretation of it, to
show that a condition for the possibility of our questions and
our objective judgments is knowledge of the absolute and being.

It is a fact that man questions, and indeed questions neces-
sarily. Man can turn away from particular questions, but there
is one question from which he cannot turn, namely, “ the ques-
tion about being in its totality.” This question is one which
“ he must ask if he wants to be at all.” * Granted the necessity
of the question of being for man, how is it that this question
occurs in him, or what are the conditions for the possibility of
its occurrence? Among these conditions is some knowledge
mediated by sense intuition and by intellectual knowledge
through phantasm and abstraction under the influence of the
agent intellect, a condition which Rahner accepts from St.
Thomas. But furthermore, and more basically, the necessity of
this question of being “ can only be grounded on the fact that
being is accessible to man . . . only as something questionable,

edition, an edition that was somewhat revised, with Rahner’s approval, by his
student Johannes Metz (New York, 1968). The first edition was published in
1989. A study of the views of Rahner, Lonergan, and Dewart concerning our
knowledge of God may be found in Wm. Hill, Knowing the Unknown God (New
“York, 1971), Chapter 8, “ Theological Intuitionalism: Beyond Concept,” pp. 59-
109. For the theological center and context of Rahner’s reflections on man’s
transcendence, see Karl Lehmann, “ Karl Rahner,” in R. Vander Gucht and H.
Vorgrimler (ed.), Bilan de la théologie du xxf siécle (Paris, 1970) II, 836-874.
We may also note that in his later work Rahner accepts a pluralism in philosophy
as inevitable, although he continues to use his own early philosophical insights.

28 Ibid., 387. :

* Ibid., 57-58.
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that he himself is insofar as he asks about being, that he him-
self exists as a question about being.”** Not only is man a
dynamic orientation or thrust toward being as a question about
being; being must be somehow known to him for him to ask this
question. The question, that is, presupposes that:

man is already at the goal when he begins, since he must already
know of being in its totality if he asks about it; and at the same
time he confesses by his question that he himseli is not the goal,
but a finite man.®*

This knowledge of being does not properly derive from what
is delivered to man through sense, imagination, and abstraction
since that is limited to the world of space and time. In the
question of being, being is somehow known in its totality.
There is then a “ certain a priori knownness of being as such ”
on which man’s question depends. How being is thus present
to man can be understood if one recalls that, as St. Thomas
taught, the intellect, the known, and the knowing are the same.
Rahner interprets this to mean that the “object” primarily
known by man is the object with which he is identical, namely,
himself. Being is present as known to man through his self-
presence.

Knowing is the being present-to-self of being, and this being-
present-to-self is the being of the existent. . .. If being is primarily
presence-to-self, then the real and original object of a knowing being
is that with which it originally is, itself.32

The same conclusion, namely, that the preapprehension of
being is a condition of man’s knowledge, results from an analy-
sis of man’s affirmation (in the judgment) of the object, both
as object and as limited. Such knowledge depends on what is
gained through sense and abstraction, it is true. But it also
presupposes a knowledge of self and of the absolute or being.
To know the object as object is to know it as standing against
oneself as knower, and this presupposes presence-to-self. To

%0 Loc. cit.
51 Ibid., 61.
2 Ibid., 69, 75.
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know it as having a quality concreted in the individual and
thus to know it as limited in its being is to know in some sense
that which transcends these and any limits; this is to have a
pre-apprehension of esse, or absolute being.*® The affirmation
found in the judgment then presupposes a knowledge of being
that is not derived from the physical world through sense
knowledge and abstraction.

This pre-apprehension, we should note, is not an intuition
of absolute being, nor is it conceptual knowledge. It is not
knowledge that initially man is formally aware of possessing,
nor is it knowledge of absolute being as an object. Rather it is
knowledge of being as that which is given with objective knowl-
edge of the world. This knowledge is available to the possible
intellect through the agent intellect and its light that actualizes
the species informing the possible intellect. This light which
mediates self-presence, being, and the absolute, is co-appre-
hended by the possible intellect in its apprehension of what is
offered through abstraction.

Even this skeletal recall of Rahner’s position shows us
basically how he establishes the possibility of metaphysics by
the transcendental method, for its shows us how being is known
by man in spite of man’s knowledge being directed to the order
of space and time. This approach also determines the character
of the metaphysics which it founds. Metaphysics here is not
cosmocentric; it is anthropocentrie, insofar as it is a reflection
on being given through man’s self-presence and the absolute as
mediated by this self-presence. We should note that while being
is not known objectively in this pre-apprehension, in meta-
physies it is known objectively. Concerning the relationship be-
tween the knowledge of being we have been discussing and that
given in metaphysics, Rahner writes:

When man takes as the “ object ” of his knowledge in metaphysics
that which he affirms simultaneously in the pre-apprehension which
makes possible his knowledge of the world, then he necessarily
makes it a represented object in the only way in which he can

5 See ibid., 397-398.
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have such an object at all: he represents it as a thing, as the things
of the world are, because he can have no represented object at all
without a conversion to the phantasm.®*

In Hearers of the Word *° Rahner sought to show how man
is open to a possible historical divine revelation. Man’s tran-
scendence toward being in part makes this understandable, but
in part it seems to posit an obstacle to such openness, It makes
it understandable because man as a finite spirit does stand out
toward being, and so we see that “ man is’ absolute receptivity
for being pure and simple.” ** However, the fact that God is
known through man’s ““excessus” to being raises a difficulty
to the possibility of revelation, for it could imply that what
is highest in man’s knowledge of God is a natural mystical non-
conceptual experience.’” Contrary to this, Rahner argues that
man is open to an historical divine word from God in revelation,
because man’s self-affirmation that mediates his knowledge of
God is an affirmation of his own contingency, and indeed a free
affirmation of his contingency. God is then known as the con-
dition for the possibility of man’s affirmation of his contin-
gency; and since this is a free human act, God is himself known
as the free power that is the ground of man’s contingency.*®
Man stands before a God who is free. This shows the pos-
sibility of a further and historical revelation of himself by God,
and it also implies that while the free act of God toward the
finite is love, so too what is the core in man’s response or tran-
scendence is love.

At the heart of the transcendence of the finite spirit there arises
a love of God. Man’s openness to the absolute being God is the
affirmation of his own existence . . . a deliberate attitude to himselif,
and at the very foundation of his nature, a reaching out of finite

3 Ibid., 899.

¥ K. Rahner, Hearers of the Word, trans. by M. Richards (N. Y., 1969). This
is a translation of the second edition of this work; the first edition was published
in 1941; the second edition was, at Rahner’s request, prepared by J. Metz and
published in 1963.

38 Ibid., 66.

%" See ibid., 77-78.

38 See ibid., 89.
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love toward God . . . a love of God as the deepest fact of his very
knowledge. The love of (vod is not something which can be merely
added retrospectively to this knowledge, but, as the deepest factor
of knowledge, is both its condition and its cause.®

In his later writings Rahner has modified somewhat his in-
terpretation of man’s transcendence. This has been due partly
to criticisms directed against him by his student, Johannes
Metz. Metz, influenced by the Marxist Ernst Bloch, denies
that a purely contemplative vision, such as that of metaphysics,
can do justice to history or take up an appropriate attitude to-
wards the future, To adopt such an attitude demands:

an active awareness, a new and authentic combination of theory
and practice, as it were of reflection and revolution, which lies
wholly outside metaphysical thinking and its conception of being.
The essential hiddenness of the future in metaphysics is, however,
at the same time the essential hiddenness of history altogether.*

While Metz is more sympathetic to Rahner’s anthropocentric
metaphysics and the theology associated with it than he is
with more traditional Thomistic philosophy, he thinks that
Rahner’s approach also distorts the Christian message.

The prevailing theology of recent years, a theology of transcenden-
tal existential personalist orientation is well aware of the prob-
lematic situation created by the Enlightenment. . . . (but) the
societal dimension of the Christian message was not given its
proper importance but, implicitly or explicitly, treated as a second-
ary matter. In short, the message was “ privatized ” and the prac-
tice of faith reduced to the timeless decision of the person.*

Rahner’s later interpretation of man’s transcendence, influenced
by this criticism, is in continuity with his earlier one, but it

% Ibid., 101. This is in continuity with what Rahner says elsewhere in the
same book: “Man’s will with regard to himself appears as the inner condition
of the possibility and necessity of the question about being, and thus as the con-
dition of knowing about being in general” Ibid., 87. And: “In its ultimate
essence knowledge is but the bright radiance of love.” Ibid., 100.

4 Johannes Metz, Theology of the World, translated by Wm. Glen-Doepel (New
York, 1969), 98-99.

*1 Ibid., 108-109.
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brings in the added dimensions of the future, of society, of
change, and of man’s active experimentation with himself to
achieve an improved social future. For example, man’s tran-
scendence is not one that is timeless but is rather openness to
the future, and indeed the absolute future.** He notes also
that man’s openness to other human beings is an essential inner
moment of his transcendence; the transcendental experi-
ence of God is in and through man “ who has already (in logical
priority) experienced the human Thou.” **

Rahner’s approach has much value as a model for the rela-
tion of Thomas’s philosophy to the modern problem of man’s
transcendence, though there are questions that arise as to its
adequacy when compared to either of these poles. In the first
place, Rahner properly begins with man’s experience of tran-
scendence, because it is here that the modern problem primarily
exists. The specific aspect of transcendence he centers on is
one that is widely denied in our time and one that must exist
in man if we are to appropriate ourselves as religious beings.
This transcendence is man’s orientation to an infinite goal or
value; that this is central to Rahner’s experiences and view
of man is indicated in the very title of his first book, Spirit in
the World. This way of viewing man has a certain continuity
with German idealists and their successors, although Rahner
defends man as capax infiniti while these modern philosophers
claim for man only a limited transcendence. Thus Rahner
meets a very real modern problem. And his use of Thomas’s
philosophy to articulate the structure of man as an “ excessus ”
to esse is of value both in reference to this dimension of tran-
scendence and in showing the capacity Thomas’s philosophy has

*See K. Rahner, “ Marxist Utopia and the Christian Future of Man,” The-
ological Investigations 6 (1969), 59-68. “The man who opens himself to his
absolute future experiences also what is really meant by the word God.” (59) And:
“Absolute future is just another name for what is really meant by ¢ God.” (62)

“* K. Ralmer, “ Reflections on the Unity of the Love of Neighbor and the Love
of God,” ibid., 245. Also see Rahner, “ The Experiment with Man. Theological
Observations on Man’s Self-Manipulation,” Theological Investigations 9 (London,
1972), 187 §.
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to articulate this experience. There is value and importance
also in Rahner’s analysis of man’s knowledge of being through
man’s orientation to esse, or through the interrelation between
the practical and the speculative order in man’s knowledge.
This is not the central meaning of knowledge for Thomas, nor
is the self the first object of knowledge for him. For Thomas,
it is the nature concreted in the material thing that is man’s
direct object of intellectual apprehension. But Rahner is speak-
ing of a different kind of knowledge, and there is no contradic-
tion between his and Thomas’s view. Man’s knowledge of
being when being is taken as the object of man’s thrust to the
good is indeed mediated by affectivity and decision, and so
also by man’s self-presence. We agree that there are rich re-
sources in Thomas’s philosophy to articulate this knowledge of
being. Since, as we indicated earlier, esse is more properly the
object of man’s love or desire than of his knowledge, knowl-
edge of it is present to man’s intellect properly through what
Thomas describes as a knowledge by inclination or connatural-
ity.** It is present by the intellect’s participation in the dy-
namism of the will or in man’s love. In some aspects I would
differ from Rahner’s articulations of this; it seems that man
knows esse not by a knowledge he has of the agent intellect
but by his intellectual participation in the will’s dynamism to
esse as mediated by the agent intellect. Such a dimension is
an intrinsic and essential element in our knowledge of being.
In the second place, the phenomenology presented in
Rahner’s early works to help us appropriate our transcendence
seems inadequate in view of the many serious difficulties
modern men have in appropriating this. Rahner in his later
works seems to have realized this, for he insists that man’s
transcendence to the absolute is mediated by his orientation to

4 See article, “ Existence ” cited in fn. 11, pp. 173-174. St. Thomas discusses
knowledge by connaturality primarily in reference to the judgment in the intellect
by participation in man’s affectivity. See, e.g., Summa Theol., I-II, q. 28, a. 2;
q. 57, aa. 4 and 5 ad 8; q. 58, a. 5; II-11, q. 45, a. 2; q. 51, 2. 83 ad 1; q. 60, a. I;
In Romanos, ¢. 12, lect. 1, in medium; In Phil., c. 1, lect, 2, proem; In Heb., ¢, 3,
lect, 2, circa finem.
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other men and to the future. In such a phenomenology we
should examine man’s value quest in relation to his social and
physical environment as well as to his inner dynamism, for both
the external and internal elements are essential factors in the
emergence of man’s dynamism toward an absolute value.
Moreover we should examine this quest as it is manifested in
man developmentally, for it is only through its enlargement to
gradually more adequate horizons that its full dimensions come
about consciously in man. It seems to us that the work of Erik
Erikson has much to offer to such a phenomenology, since he
does treat man’s development through stages to a fully human
dimension and he uses the resources of modern psychology to
illuminate this development.

In the third place, we question whether Rahner’s analysis of
man’s transcendence adequately meets modern difficulties
against the possibility of metaphysics (and of knowledge of
God) or reflects St. Thomas’s understanding of metaphysical
knowledge of being. We agree with Rahner that we must de-
fend the possibility of metaphysics in view of modern diffi-
culties and that a defense of man’s transcendence in his quest
for value is essential here since man’s knowledge of being is in
part mediated by this. However, Rahner does not give a de-
fense of the possibility of metaphysics that is appropriate to
the modern empiricist difficulty, for example, that “being ” is
simply a word and that statements about being are tautological
and empty of empirical significance. It can also be argued that
Rabner does not defend metaphysics adequately against
Heidegger’s strictures. If beingisidentified with esse, then there
is a sense in which metaphysical knowledge of being, which is ob-
jective knowledge, is only a representative knowledge of being.
On this basis Heidegger claims that metaphysics is based on s
forgetting of the ontological difference between being and beings;
and Rahner, with his view of being, may not have an adequate
answer to this difficulty. On the other hand, his defense of the
possibility of metaphysics does not seem to be adequate to
Thomas’s understanding, an understanding that in ways is
more appropriate to the modern difficulties. For example, if



460 JOHN FARRELLY

one accepts Thomas’s basic understanding of metaphysics, the
possibility of knowledge of the absoluteis a problem consequent
on, and not prior to, establishing its possibility; for Thomas,
(God or the absolute is not, as for German idealism, the sub-
ject of metaphysics but the principle of its subject. Also,
Thomas’s view is not subject to Heidegger’s strictures, even
when it is rightly recognized that our knowledge is mediated
by our orientation to esse. For Thomas, esse is a principle ot
being, namely, the act of being; but since the essence of a being
is an intrinsic principle of being, a knowledge of being through
the way that is central for Thomas—through intellectual in-
sight into the nature concreted in the individual and the judg-
ment dependent on this—is properly knowledge of being. For
Thomas, metaphysics is not simply representative knowledge or
an objectification of being since it also reflects knowledge of
being through intellectual insight and judgment. An objective
knowledge of being is not a forgetting of the ontological differ-
ence unless it presumes to be our only manner of knowing being
or our most proper and primitive knowledge of esse. While our
knowledge of being is dependent both upon the physical beings
we know and our knowledge of esse by self-presence, it is not a
distortion of the latter as long as we recognize the differences
involved. These reflections have an importance for our under-
standing of man and God, as well as for our understanding of
the possibility and nature of metaphysics. Rahner’s analysis
of man’s transcendence within an existential and an historical
framework does not perhaps give adequate emphasis to man’s
insertion into nature, an insertion that the modern ecological
consciousness calls for, and for which the resources of Thomas’s
philosophy have something important to offer. And Rahner’s
insistance upon man’s self-presence (and later his historical
tuture) as the locus of God’s self-revelation similarly seems to
lose touch with an adequate recognition of the place of nature
or the physical world as a locus of God’s self-manifestation.

Bernard Lonergan’s work offers us another model for relating
Thomas’s philosophy to the problematic of man’s transcen-
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dence in our time. His early work began with studies of St.
Thomas and found its culmination in his book Insight, in which
he attempted to bring his readers to appropriate their knowl-
edge and become aware of their transcendence in a way that
gave some basis for metaphysics and religious faith. His later
work finds its developed expression in Method in Theology,
where he centers his reflection on that transcendence found
in religious conversion understood as unrestricted love and its
implications for method in theology. We will dwell primarily
on his earlier work although we will briefly indicate his later
direction of thought as it relates to our theme.

In his early interpretation, Lonergan found that St. Thomas’s
noetic was based largely on his experience of knowledge and
his use of this as an introspective and empirical basis for many
of his assertions in his philosophy of knowledge. For St.
Thomas, understanding or insight is located between objective
abstraction from sense knowledge on the one hand and the
concept or “inner word” on the other. Antecedent to our
understanding there is our sense knowledge of the sensible
qualities of the physical world, our imaginative grasp of
physical objects in a way more unified than offered by any
external sense or combination of them as such, and the il-
lumination of the phantasm in the imagination by the agent
intellect that offers the intelligible species to the intellect—an
act that Lonergan calls “ objective abstraction.” Insight, un-
derstanding or what Lonergan calls “apprehensive abstrac-
tion ” is an insight into the phantasm or the quiddity found
in the phantasm.*

5 “Apprehensive abstraction, insight, into phantasm, actually understands what
objective abstraction presented to be understood. But what was presented to be un-
derstood was the imagined object, the phantasm. . . . what is known, precisely by
understanding is the forma intelligibilis, the quiddity, the species intelligibilis quae.
This is known in phantasm just as actually seen colors are seen in colored things.”

[B. Lonergan, Verbum. Word and Idea in Aquinas (ed. by D. Burrell,
Notre Dame, 1967), 179]. This was originally a scries of articles published in
1946-1949. There are many passages in St. Thomas’s reflections on knowledge (e. g..
Summa Theol., I, q. 88, a. 1) that support the validity of Lonergan’s view of
the experiential basis of Thomas’s noetic, )
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Consequent upon this act of understanding there is the con-
cept or “inner word” that is formed or constructed by the
very act of understanding; the concepts then reflect the intel-
lect and the object understood.*® This first act of the mind, in-
tellectual apprehension, is not the termination of the process
of knowledge; this process terminates rather in that reflective
understanding or the judgment in which alone truth, the end
or goal of the intellect, is found formally. Through knowledge
of the truth, the intellect knows real being.*” In accord with

But we must note here a difference from Lonergan’s specific interpretation of
this noetic. While at times St. Thomas says that the intellect knows the nature of
sensible things in the phantasms, at other times he speaks more exactly and says
that we know the nature of seusible things fhrough the phantasms. See ibid., q.
85, a. 2, and 8; and de Verit., q. 10, a. 8, ad 2 sed contra; q. 10, a. 9. What we
directly know, for Thomas, is the nature concreted in the individual thing. His
analysis at times in a more ontological vein of the causes of our act of knowledge
can confuse our interpretation of his view of the intellect’s intentional object.
Although he infers the phantasm, the intelligible species and other principles as
principles by which we know, what we first know, or the direct intentional object
of the intellectual apprehension, is the natures of material things.

¢ Lonergan’s interpretation of Thomas in this manner has solid basis in such
texts as the following: de Verit, q. 3, a. 2; Summa Theol., 1, q. 85, a. 2 ad 8:
“Qua quidem formatus (i.e., specie intelligibili) format (intellectus) secundo vel
definitionem, vel divisionem, vel compositionem, quae per vocem significatur.”
Another interpreter of Thomas who emphasizes this constructive character of
understanding is G. Rabeau, Species. Verbum. L’Activité intellectuelle élémentaire
selon 8. Thomas d’Aquin (Paris, 1938). I have briefly examined this active char-
acter of understanding and how the inuner word emerges as a product or term
from it in Predestination, pp. 180-185.

47 Lonergan writes in Verbum, p. 140, that: . on the level of judgment
the agent object is the objective evidence provided by sense and/or empirical con-
sciousness, ordered conceptually and logically in a reductio ad principia, and moving
to the critical act of understanding. Corresponding to this agent object, there is
the other terminal object, the inner word of judgment, the verum, in and through
which is known the final object, the ens reale.”

‘We should note another difference here from Lonergan. It is true enough that
Thomas holds that the perfection of the intellect is truth as known, and therefore
that truth properly speaking is in the judgment and not in intellectual apprebension
(see Summa Theol., I. q. 16, a. 2). This can be interpreted in two ways. One may
say that what the intellect seeks to know is the truth, and we designate the
complete objective of the mind in this sense as being, as Lonergan does. Or one
may say that what the intellect seeks to know is being, but this knowledge of
being while occurring in part in the first act, is found formally only in the second
act because only there is it affirmed and only there do we reflectively know that
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