THE THIRD WAY: ENCORE
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N A RELATIVELY RECENT ARTICLE appearing in

The Thomist Father John Quinn contends that the Third

Way’s first part, the part in which Saint Thomas concludes
to the existence of a necessary being (beings?) in order to
explain the existence now of anything rather than nothing, is
basically sound.! Arguing that particular, univocal agents,
each one itself corruptible, cannot in and by themselves account
for either substantial change or the on-going cycle of generation
and corruption—and, thanks to the latter, the quasi-perpetuity
of natural species—Quinn thinks the Third Way is thus able to
infer the existence of a universal physical cause of change, one
which, evidently, must be a necessary being. He maintains,
furthermore, that without such a universal generator (nowhere
empirically identifiable, he admits) the universe of things
possible not to be (“physical possibles”) would fall to
naught, or be annihilated. Finally, he apparently views this
defense of the Third Way as successfully meeting the objection,
frequently raised nowdays, that its reasoning, “if each thing
possible not to be at some time is not, and if all things are
possible not to be, at one time in the past nothing existed,”
commits the composition fallacy (or, in terms of modern formal
logie, involves an illicit quantifier shift).? Quinn, obviously,

1 John M. Quinn, 0.S.A., “ The Third Way to God: A New Approach,” The
Thomist 42 (1978), 50-68.

? Indeed much of the recent literature on the Third Way has dealt almost
exclusively with the question of its supposed composition fallacy, See, for
example, the following: Rem B. Edwards, “ Composition and the Cosmological
Argument,” Mind, LXXVII (1968), 115-17; sbid., “ The Validity of Aquinas’
Third Way,” The New Scholasticism, XLV (1971), 117-26; and Thomas Mautner,
“ Aquinas’s Third Way,” American Philosophical Quarterly, 6 (1969), 300-01.
However, as I will show later above (and in a way that has not been done before),
the composition fallacy charge is logically ill-founded.
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finds nothing wrong with this piece of reasoning, since, again,
according to him, without a universal physical cause (also a
necessary being) there would be no substantial change, conse-
quently no generation of new substances and thus an eventual
“ collapse into nothingness.”

Since, in my view, Quinn’s article, unfortunately, contains
several major errors, some of physical philosophy, others of
metaphysics, it warrants a reply. However, rather than confine
the discussion of this paper to such a narrow, polemical purpose,
I should like instead to locate my criticisms of Quinn’s defense
of the Third Way within a somewhat broader context, namely,
one in which I consider the more general and fundamental
question of the argument’s overall soundness. As Quinn cor-
rectly sees, much of the Third Way’s difficulty lies not with the
composition fallacy charge to which one of its inferences is
exposed (and which, I will show, it can successfully meet) but
with its presumed capacity to justify its first part’s conclusion—
the existence of some necessary being. Central to this endeavor
is the reasoning I have placed in quotation marks above; for it
is here not only that the alleged composition fallacy supposedly
occurs but also that we are faced with a very dubious premise,
one that has proved particularly troublesome for most com-
mentators on the Third Way to justify. While I will accept the
truth of this premise and also the subsequent reasoning of the
Third Way’s first part, I will nonetheless argue (1) that its
inference to the existence of a necessary being lacks the con-
clusive support of sound physical philosophy and (2) that
what the Third Way’s first part succeeds in establishing is only
the existence of something necessary, something which need
not, however, be identified with an incorruptible substance
whether spiritual or material.

There are, moreover, certain difficulties with the Third Way’s
oft-neglected second part, the part in which Saint Thomas
concludes to the existence of an wncaused necessary being
whom he then confidently calls God. While these difficulties
are largely of a hermeneutic nature, they can hardly be
ignored in any discussion seeking to appraise the Third Way’s
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overall soundness. There is, in this connection, the infinite
series objection which Saint Thomas thought it appropriate to
consider in the final section of the argument yet actually need
not have bothered with in the case of the cause of necessary
beings. There are also the following two questions which this
part of the argument fails to raise explicitly but whose answers
are nevertheless quite important to the argument’s complete-
ness: (1) In what precise sense can a necessary being be said to
have its necessity caused? and (2) Why must there be only one
uncaused necessary being (as its conclusion so clearly implies) ?
In my treatment of these questions later on in this paper, I will
indicate how their answers serve to bring out the key role played
in this argument by a doctrine central to Saint Thomas’s meta-
physics but which, most likely because of its presumed fami-
liarity, is only implicitly at work in the Third Way’s second
part. Perhaps this last remark may help explain why many
recent commentators on the Third Way have tended to neglect
this very important feature of the argument from “ the possible
and the necessary ” to focus instead almost exclusively upon
its first part.® In sharp contrast, my paper will, in its last
main section, present a reconstruction of the tertia via in which
this doctrine figures prominently.

Accordingly, in what follows I propose to discuss the following
topics: I. A Dubious Premise (and the alleged composition
fallacy) ; II. The Failure of the Third Way’s First Part; III.
The Third Way’s Second Part; and IV. A Reconstruction of
the Third Way.

® See, for example, C. G. Prado, “The Third Way Revisited,” The New
Scholasticism, XLV (1971), 495-501, and Thomas P. M. Solon, “Some Logical
Issues in Aquinas’s Tertia Via,” Proceedings of The American Catholic Philo-
sophical Association, XLVI (1972), 78-83. Both these writers seem to think
that the nerve of the Third Way’s argument is to be found in its first part and
that its principal conclusion is to the existence of an ultimate cause of change
(in Solon’s case, an ultimate efficient cause, and, in Prado’s, an ultimate final cause).
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I

A Dubious Premise

1. The dlleged composition fallacy. In an argument of the
Third Way’s first part we find the following inference;

A. (1) What is possible not to be at some time is not.*
(2) Therefore, if all things are possible not to be, at some time
nothing existed.’

*For a good discussion of the controversy waged among certain modern
scholastics about the truth of this proposition see Thomas Kevin Connolly, *“ The
Basis for the Third Proof of the Existence of God,” The Thomist, XVII (1954),
285-97. If for no other reason, Connolly’s article merits attention for revealing
how most, if indeed not all, of the major objections lodged against the Third Way
i. Anthony Kenny’s The Five Ways (New York: Schocken Books, 1969) have
already been raised and answered during the course of this controversy, One
further point by way of caution. As Connolly’s article textually shows, when
Saint Thomas speaks in the Third Way of being “ possible not to be,” he is not
referring to being whose non-existence is conceivable (since even God, according
to Aquinas, would fall under ¢hat category). Nor, correspondingly, by a “ necessary
being ” does he mean one whose existence cannot be denied without contra-
diction (i. . a “logically necessary” being, to use the description of certain
contemporary Analytic philosophers). By “being possible not to be” he is
clearly referring to beings whose essences contain the potency of matter and
which are also subject to substantial change; and by * necessary being ™ he
means one which cannot cease to exist (assuming it exists) or else (as in the
case of a being whose necessity in being is of itself) the self-existing being.
However, this point has already been well argued in Patterson Brown’s “ St.
Thomas’ Doctrine of Necessary Being,” The Philosophical Review, LXXXIII
(1964), 76-90, and I merely call attention to it here to inform the reader of what
meanings of “ possible not to be” and “necessary being” will be operative in
this paper.

5This argument, which I have designated “A,” appears in the following
context in the Latin text of the Leonine edition: “ Invenimus enim in rebus
quaedam quae sunt possibilia esse et non esse, cum quaedam inveniantur generari
et corrumpi et per consequens possibilia esse et non esse. Impossibile est autem
omnia quae sunt talia semper esse, quia quod possibile est non esse quandoque
non est. Si igitur omnia sunt possibilia non esse aliquando nihil fuit in rebus.”
However, the line which reads “Impossibile est autem ommnia quae sunt talia
semper esse” would seem to be a less preferable rendering than the variant
reading “ Impossible est autem ommia quae sunt, talia esse” not only because
the latter accords more with the Maimonidean exemplar but also because it
avoids the ambiguity of the statement “ it is impossible that all such beings always
exist,” since that statement could imply that it is possible for some such beings
always to exist—something which Saint Thomas would wish to deny.
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Today it is widely thought that 4 contains a composition fallacy,
or, in terms of modern formal logic, ““ an unacceptable inter-
change in the scope of the universal and existential quantifiers.” ©
Those who make this charge evidently do so because they think
that the inference from A (1) to A (2) entails the following
argument:

B. (1) Each thing possible not to be at some time is not
(2) Therefore, all things possible not to be at some time are
not (missing premise)
(8) Consequently, if all things are possible not to be, at
some time in the past nothing existed.”

In other words they think that Aquinas must have used another
premise in his move from A (1) to A (2) and they supply B (2)
as the logical candidate. While Saint Thomas, I would agree,
does omit certain premises in his move from A (1) to 4 (2),
B (2) cannot possibly be one of them. He could not have
reasoned B (1)-B (2), not because he would have seen this
inference to be fallacious (although T think this too is true),
but basically because he was philosophically prepared to allow
that beings possible not to be could, as a class, continue in
existence indefinitely provided that not all beings are possible
not to be. In this respect, he would be simply following Aris-

® Thomas P. M. Solon, op. cit. 80. To put this quotation in its proper context
allow me to quote the argument in which it appears: “In fact, from the
standpoint of the predicate calculus, Aquinas’s argument may be shown to involve
an illicit reversal of quantifiers. He contends that: 5. Each possible being ut
some time is not. 6. Thus there is a time when oll possible beings are not. The
general quantificational pattern of this particular inference is 5. (x) (Ey) Ryx. 6.
< (Ey) (x) Ryx. Between 5 and 6 there occurs an unacceptable interchange in the
scope of the universal and existential quantifiers and, consequently, such reasoning
is invalid.” (My italics.)

"See that portion of Solon’s argument that I have placed in italics above.
Some other examples of this very same interpretation of A4 are to be found
in: Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom and Ewil (New York: Harper Torchbooks,
1974), p. 80 and Anthony Kenny, op. cit,, p. 56. It is truly remarkable that so
many recent writers on this subject who could, not immodestly, admit to a
certain logical expertise have understood A to entail B. As far as I can
determine the earliest suggestion of this charge, at least in modern times, is to be
found in Paul Geny, S. J., in his article “ Les preuves thomiste de l’existence de
Dieu,” Revue de Philosophie, XXXI (1924), 586-588.
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totle, who, as is well known, maintained the eternity of the world
and the perpetual existence (as a class) of corruptible things.
While Saint Thomas did not share Aristotle’s assumption re-
garding the eternity of the world, he would still acknowledge
that God could have created such a world and that in that
world, assuming it is just like the actual world in other respects,
beings possible not to be would, as a class, always exist even
though each one of them must necessarily, at some time or other,
corrupt.” Moreover, as I have said, he would certainly insist,
regarding the actual world, that such beings could, as a class,
continue in existence forever (provided that some necessary
being, or beings, existed). Accordingly to B, however, the
truth of B (2) is supposed to follow logically (or necessarily)
from the truth of B (1) .

What is more, according to B’s version of 4, B (2) should read

B(2’) All things possible not to be at some time in the past
are not,

if we are to make any sense out of 4 (8), the consequent of
which asserts “at some time (in the past) nothing was in
existence.” Yet, as is abundantly clear from the data he selects
from which to argue the Third Way, Saint Thomas admits the
existence, even now, of beings possible not to be. Thus, it is a
mistake to think that in A Saint Thomas was actually arguing
B. Rather, his argument here, in standard form, is the fol-
lowing:

C. (1) If each thing possible not to be at some time is not and
if all things are possible not to be, then at some time in
the past nothing existed

(2) Each thing possible not to be at some time is not

® An argument may resemble in form a composition fallacy but, materially, may
not be one. For example: (1) Each part of the house has been painted white;
(2) therefore, the whole house has been painted white. This is a perfectly valid
inference. For a composition fallacy to occur, then, the attribution to the whole
of a property belonging to each of the parts would have to ignore a qualitative
(or quantitative) difference existing between the whole and its parts when it
comes to possessing, or not possessing, a property belonging to each of the parts.
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(8) Therefore, if all things are possible not to be, at some
time in the past nothing existed.?

That there is nothing in this argument that logically entails B
should now be obvious.

Perhaps the following argument by analogy will serve to
confirm the correctness of my view. Let us assume that each
woman at some time ceases to exist (something evidently true)
and argue:

D. (1) Each woman at some time ceases to exist
(2) Therefore, all women (as a class) at some time cease to
exist.

D is clearly a case of the composition fallacy. But let us intro-
duce into D’s argument the following premise (by assumption)
all human males (as a class) at some tine cease to exist. Then
we could argue, validly and soundly;

E. (1) If all human males at some time cease to exist and each
woman at some time ceases to exist, then there would be a
time when, by then, all women would have ceased to exist
(2) There is a time when all human males cease to exist
(8) Therefore, if each woman at some time ceases to exist,

there is a time when, by then, all women would have
ceased to exist.

E does not commit a composition fallacy even though E (8),
taken isolatedly, would seem to commit such a fallacy. E does
not commit this fallacy because E is obviously a sound argu-
ment: for if there are no human males, there can be no human
reproduction (we may exclude here parthenogenesis, miracles,
and cloning) and thus no new human females to replace those
who have already perished.'* So too, A’s argument proceeds
on the assumption that all things are possible not to be and

® The argument in form is validated as follows:
1. (q. p)—>s
2.9->pP—>9 Exportation, 1.
3.q
4.p—> s Hypothetical Syllogism, 3, 4.
1 One may want to keep this example in mind when it comes to the question
of justifying ¢ (1) above.
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draws the inference that at one time in the past nothing existed
(assuming, also, that each thing possible not to be at some time
is not) .

I believe I have now sufficiently established that 4, when
properly understood, does not entail a composition fallacy. We
have now to determine whether C (A’s argument expressed
non-enthymematically) is a sound argument (I have already
established, in a footnote, the somewhat trivial point of its
validity) . We may safely assume C' (2) to be true in light of
arguments presented elsewhere. What remains, then, is to
decide whether C' (1) is true. As in the case of C (2) Saint
Thomas offers no proof here (or anywhere else to my knowl-
edge) of its truth. Consequently, defenders of the Third Way
have been left with the task of explaining why he thought it to
be true or, even more to the point, of actually justifying it.
Before presenting my own defense of C' (1), let us call it the
“ dubious premise ” (actually it entails an inference), I would
like to review for the reader what certain other past and recent
commentators on the Third Way have had to say in its (i.e. C
(1)’s) behalf since I believe that most of them have in one way
or another misunderstood it.

2. Unacceptable views of the * dubious premise.” According
to one view, that proposed by Gilson-Copleston, C (1)’s
truth can be established by means of the following explanation.*
(1) Assume, as the argument of the Third Way does assume,

** See Connolly, op cit. In this discussion the chief argument to support the
premise what can not-be at some time is not is the following: What exists forever
must have the capacity to exist forever. Hence, if a corruptible did not
at some time corrupt but continued to exist forever, this could only be because
it has the power to do so, in which case, however, it would simultaneously possess
both the power to exist forever and the potency not to exist forever—an implicit
contradiction. This argument is also found in Aristotle’s De Coelo, 1, 12,
281b.

*? See Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans.
by L. X. Shook (New York: Random House, 1956), pp. 69-70; and ¥. C. Copleston,
Aquinas (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1955), p. 120. T have placed Gilson’s name
first in their hyphenated names above since I believe that Copleston is merely
following Gilson here.
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that past time is infinite.* (2) Assume, also that everything
possible must, given an infinite time, be realized (even realized,
apparently, in an infinite past time). One may then argue:

F. (1) If each thing is possible not to be, all things, collectively,
are possible not to be
(2) In an infinite past everything possible must be realized
(assumption (2) above)
(3) Past time is infinite (assumption (1) above)
(4) Therefore, if all things are possible not to be, at some
time in the past nothing existed.

I find a number of difficulties with F’s defense of C' (1).
(1) It renders one of the premises of Saint Thomas’s argument,
namely, C (2), actually superfluous and thus would not seem
to accord with Saint Thomas’s own view of the argument.** (2)
F (1) possibly commits a composition fallacy.”* (8) Granted
that everything possible (or possible to a species) must be
realized in the course of an infinite time, there is no reason to
suppose that everything possible (to a species) must be realized
in an infinite past time.*® (4) Finally, it is certainly not obvious

12 As Saint Thomas observes in Summa contra Gentiles, Book I, Ch. 18,
after presenting the Aristotelian argument from motion for the existence of God:
“ The most efficacious way to prove that God exists is on the supposition that the
world is eternal. Granted this supposition, that God exists is less manifest. For,
if the world and motion have a first beginning, some cause must be clearly
posited to account for this origin of the world and motion.” On the Truth of the
Catholic Faith, trans. by Anton C. Pegis et al. (New York: Hanover House,
1955) pp. 94-95.

1% Actually, this premise, “ whut is possible not to be at some time is not,”
does not appear in Maimonides’s statement of the argument, the exemplar of
Saint Thomas’s Third Way- Thus Gilson’s interpretation of ¢ (1) above would
seem to be based upon a close following of Maimonides’s argument., See Moses
Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. by Shlomo Pines (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1963), II, 1, 8a (pp. 247-48).

** On this point see David A. Conway, “Possibility and Infinite Time: A
Logical Paradox in St. Thomas’s Third Way,” Internctional Philosophical Quarterly,
XIV (1974), 201-02. See also Alvin Plartinga, God and Other Minds (New York:
Cornell University Press, 1967) pp. 14-15. However, Plantinga is willing to
allow that such an inference may still be (materially) sound.

1% Gilson apparently agrees with Maimonides’s version of the argument and holds,
with him, that everything possible for a species must be realized in an infinite time.
See Gilson, op. cit., p. 69. Furthermore, he argues ‘where there is infinite
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that everything possible, or possible to a species, must be
realized in the course of an infinite time. For example, assuming
the human species to be eternal (as Aristotle erroneously
thought) it is by no means clear that, at some time in the
course of infinite time, man must perform a certain type of
morally evil act, even though such an act would, in fact, be
possible for him. Moreover, what is possible to a species in one
possible world (e. g. a certain size or number) may not be
possible to it in another. Hence not everything absolutely
possible (to a species) need be realized given an infinite time.
I think we have shown good cause for dismissing the Gilson-
Copleston version of C (1) either as the latter’s acceptable
defense or as a likely explanation of how Saint Thomas himself
would have gone about justifying it.

Others have proposed explanations of C' (1) closer to what I
believe Saint Thomas really had in mind when he asserted it
to be true. C. G. Prado, for one, has argued that this proposi-
tion is indeed true given the context of Aristotle’s physics.*’
Within that context, Prado reminds us, the existence of neces-
sary beings (the heavens, their unmoved “movers”) is ab-
solutely required to explain the continuing cycle of generation
and corruption in our terrestial realm, Consequently, he points
out, without such beings this cycle would, on the Aristotelian
theory, come to an end and, with its cessation, a static universe
would ensue (one that would be likened today to a cosmic
state of entropy), a situation supposedly tantamount, for an
Aristotelian, to a state of nothingness.® With this cosmology

duration, it is unthinkable that a possible worthy of the name be not realized.”
Aside from begging the question, this comment does not inform us why everything
possible (to a species) must be realized in an infinite past time, presumably what
the Third Way is arguing,

17" 8ee C. G. Prado, “ The Third Way Revisited,” The New Scholasticism, XLV
(1971), 495-501.

**To quote Prado completely on this point: “ What we seem to have, then,
is the contention that if all things are corruptible, a time will come when
they all have corrrupted ... Our first clue is our impulse to say that even if all
things did corrupt, there would still be something: the matter or stuff to which
they corrupt. But a little reflection will show that if corruption is inevitable,
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in mind Saint Thomas could have justified ¢ (1) by the follow-
ing argument: if each thing possible not to be at some time is
not (and if all things are possible not to be), there would come
a time in the (infinite) past when, by then, all changes would
have ceased and a static universe would result—in other words,
a universe equivalent to a state of nothingness.

Yet despite a certain degree of plausibility, Prado’s account
of our dubious premise cannot possibly be correct, basically for
the following two reasons. (1) Saint Thomas would not have
equated a universe in which substantial changes no longer take
place to a state of nothingness. Indeed, according to him, at
the “end of the world” the movements of the heavens will
cease and, with their cessation, substantial changes also.*
Nonetheless, the universe, in a renewed form, namely, one of
immutability, will continue in existence forever.”® Hence,
Saint Thomas would be most unwilling to accept the view Prado
wants to attribute to him here in the Third Way, namely that a
static universe (or, more precisely, a biclogically lifeless one)
should therefore be understood as a non-ezisting one. (2) When
Saint Thomas asserts in C' (1), “if all things (omnia) are pos-
sible not to be...then at some time in the past nothing ex-

cumulative, and irreversible, such an end product would be a universe not in pro-
cess, i. e. a wholly static universe. Now this is in fact a notion as incoherent to us
as it would have been to Aristotle and Aquinas. ...In any case, the suggestion is
that for Aristotle or Aquinas there is no difference between saying on the ome
hand that all things cease to exist and on the other ‘that process ceases.” Page 500.

*® See Saint Thomas Aquinas, On the Power of God, trans, by Lawrence Shapcote,
0. P. (Westminister, Md.: The Newman Press, 1952). According to Saint
Thomas’s teaching here (in Question 5): 1) The heavens will cease to be in
motion when the number of the elect is complete (Q. 5, a. 5); 2) The elements
will cease to be corrupted and remain in substance when the external cause of
their corruption ceases, which cause must be reduced to the heavenly movement
Q. 5, a. 7); 38) When the heavenly movement ceases, in this lower world the
action whercby the “medium ” is illummed and affected by sensible things will
continue but not the action whereby matter is transformed and which results in
generation and corruption (Q. 5, a. 8); and 4) In the renewal of the world no
mixed bodies will remain except the human body (Q. 5, a. 9).

?® See ibid., Q. 5, a. 4 and a. 7, ad 17. See also Summa Theologiae, I, Q. 104,
a. 4.
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isted,” his words should be taken at face value.* That is, the
word “ omnia” should be taken to include even matter (prime
matter) and the words “ nahil fuit in rebus” to mean just that,
viz., absolute non-being. When understood literally, then,
Saint Thomas can only be arguing that if all things (including
matter) are possible not to be, at some time in the past nothing
(no being) existed. Prado, however, apparently sees matter as
something outside the scope of “omnia” in the premise (or
inference) under discussion. Now while Saint Thomas did
think that matter was, in the physical sense, not something
possible-not-to-be, it should not be concluded on that account
that he did not intend to include it within the scope of “ omnia
when he supposed, for the sake of the argument, that all things
are possible not to be and had still to establish, by a reductio ad
absurdum, the existence of something necessary. Moreover,
as I have already pointed out, Prado erroneously equates a static
universe with one equivalent, in Saint Thomas’s mind, to a
state of nothingness. For these reasons, then, we can set aside
Prado’s somewhat ingenious but nonetheless inaccurate expla-
nation of why Saint Thomas considered our dubious premise
true.

Another explanation of € (1), one very similar to Prado’s
is that proposed by Father Quinn in the article to which I
referred at the beginning of my paper. Unlike Prado, however,
Quinn sees his account of the matter not only as accurately
reporting Saint Thomas’s own unexpressed argument here (or
as an actual justification of C' (1) given the truth of Aristotelian
physics) but, going one important step further, he actually
views it as unqualifiedly true. According to Quinn, the reason
why C (1) is true is because without the existence of some
necessary being, in this case a universal physical agent causing
substantial change, there would no longer be any generation of
new substances.”® Yet without the generation of new sub-

#2In the Leonine edition the passage reads: “Si igitur omnia sunt possibilia
non esse aliquando nihil fuit in rebus.”
#2 Quinn, op. cit., 58-62.
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stances, he argues, “ the inevitable extinction of all beings of
nature is simply a matter of time and the whole of nature is thus
determined to collapse into nothingness.”** Again, Quinn’s
claim here is not simply that his explanation truly represents
Saint Thomas’s thought, but that it is also philosophically
sound. I will now argue that his explanation not only is not,
on this matter, in complete accord with the mind of Saint
Thomas, a serious enough criticism, but that it is also philo-
sophically untenable.

To begin with, Saint Thomas would not maintain that, given
the cessation of substantial change, the universe would soon
collapse into nothingness. As I have already pointed out in
my rejection of Prado’s account of C' (1), he is actually willing
to allow the continuance of a “ static” world once the move-
ments of the heavens have ceased. Nor can it be argued in
Quinn’s behalf that Saint Thomas would allow this continuance
only because he already assumes God’s existence and, therefore,
a divine conservation, but that otherwise he would acknowledge
how a universe lacking a universal physical cause causing sub-
stantial change would indeed collapse into nothingness. Besides
possibly begging the question, such a defense overlooks the fact
that the divine conservation (and concurrence) is also required
for the universe which Quinn describes as the actual universe,
namely, one containing his cosmic agent. Consequently, the
absence or presence of this universal generator is incidental to
the conservation of the universe (in some form) in existence.
I will have more to say on this subject in a moment. But to
return to our original point, the universe described by Saint
Thomas as existing after the “ end of the world ”—a universe
including certain material beings—was one which ke obviously
thought could exist without collapsing into nothingness due to
the absence from it of the causality of the universal physical
cause. Therefore, Quinn’s contention “ without the generation
of new individuals material species would perish ” is certainly
false according to Saint Thomas’s teaching. What is true, ac-

2 Ibid., 62.
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cording to that teaching, is that without the generation of new
substances biological species would perish. Again, Quinn (like
Prado) has apparently confused an inert and biologically lifeless
world with a non-existing one, or, at any rate, has erroneously
inferred that with no generation of new individuals all species
of material things would eventually cease to exist. Yet Saint
Thomas did think it the case that without the motion of
material necessary beings the cycle of generation and corruption
would end and, consequently, beings that would be actually
subject to corruption. That would mean, on this theory, that
even right now there would nowhere be found beings genuinely
Hable to corrupt—something quite obviously contrary to fact.
In this respect, but only in this respect, can Quinn’s (and
Prado’s) explanation of C' (1) be said to accord with Aquinas’s
view.

There is also a metaphysical argument against Quinn’s pos-
ition concerning the dire effect on the universe given the absence,
from it, of a universal physical cause. According to Saint
Thomas’s teaching, the absence of such a cause (or of its
causality) would not bring about the annihilation of material
things since only an infinite being has the power to annihilate.*
Since, as Saint Thomas says, creation is not effected through the
mmstrumentality of any creature, the removal of any creature,
no matter what role we wish to assign it with respect to causing
change and new being, would not result in the annihilation
of any other creature® In a word, only the Self-Existing
Being, the universal cause, has competency over the very to be
of things; only He, therefore, can effect the annihilation of any
creature.

Finally, Quinn’s arguments for a universal physical cause
of change, an “equivocal ” agent ultimately required to effect

24 TIn the words of Saint Thomas: “No creature has the power either of making
something from nothing or of reducing a thing to nothing. The fact that if God
ceased to uphold creatures they would return to nothing is not due to the
creator’s action but to the creature’s defect, as stated above.” Q. 5, a. 3, ad 15.

25 See ibid., Q. 5, 4. See also ibid., Q. 8, a. 4, and also Summa Theologiae, I,
Q. 45, a. 5, and bid. Q. 104, a. 3.
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substantial change, are, I regret to say, not very convincing,
not even to a Thomist.*® They originate, in part, from the
Aristotelian (and medieval) theory that the heavens are incor-
ruptible and act as “equivocal ” causes and, also, that the
causality of the “lower,” more proximate agent requires the
causality of the “ higher,” more universal physical cause in
order to effect substantial change.?” While a modern Thomist
could agree that the divine concurrence is ultimately required
for the actions of all finite beings, he could hardly accept the
outdated view that material agents in the terrestrial realm act
as instrumental causes of the “ heavens” in the work of gener-
ation and corruption or in effecting preliminary accidental
changes. Nor does Quinn argue that the heavens, or any of the
recognized heavenly bodies, act as the universal cause he holds
to be necessary for the continuation of material species (a
somewhat plausible view, one might remark, where it concerns
the survival of biological species on this planet), since he
apparently acknowledges that the heavenly bodies, at least
those that we do know, do not qualify as necessary beings.
Instead, he postulates a universal physical agent which he
willingly concedes “ we are not able, and probably will never
be able, to put our finger on.”* Surely, to allow that the
existence of such a cause may never be empirically verified
seems, particularly—I would think, to any bona-fide Aristote-
lian—to argue a prima facie case against its existence. After
all, we are not concerned here with intrinsic principles of chang-
ing being (or even with the ultimate extrinsic cause of all

2% See Quinn, op. cit., 59-65.

27 See, in this connection, On the Power of God, Q. 5, a. 8. Since Saint Thomas’s
view of the role of the heavenly bodies in causing changes in bodies in the
terrestial realm is based on the erroneous supposition that the heavenly bodies are
incorruptible and of a higher degree of actuality than corruptible bodies here, the
non-acceptance of such a supposition ought to lead to a modification of his
position concerning the precise causal role the “heavens” have to play with
respect to causing change in the world below. In other words, it could hardly be
urged today that the lower, terrestial bodies act as instrumental causes of these
“ higher,” heavenly bodies in causing change.

2% Quinn, o0p. cit., 67.
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motion or change), none of which, admittedly, are subject to
“ empirical ” verification, but presumably with a visible, quan-
tified body exercising its causality through space and time.
To say, then, that we are presently unable, and perhaps never
will be able, to verify its existence savors, to this writer at least,
of the ad ignorantiam fallacy and thus renders the arguments
which have been presented in its favor doubly suspect. So
much, then, for Quinn’s defense of C' (1).

3. A good explanation of the “ dubious premise.”” The
best defense of C' (1), as well as the most likely explanation
why, in fact, Saint Thomas thought it to be true, has already
been given, at least in its general outline, by certain other
commentators on the Third Way.*® My statement of it here
will be somewhat more complete. (1) Assume at any one
moment in an infinite past the existence of any finite number
of beings possible not to be. Then (2) if each one of these
beings at some time ceases to exist and (8) if, furthermore,
each of them has also a time span in existence less than a
time span extending through an infinite past up to any arbi-
trarily chosen present moment, then (4) if oll beings are
possible not to be, then (5) there must come a time in an
infinite past when, by then, all these beings we originally posited
would have ceased to exist (we are assuming, of course, no
replacement by way of substantial change since that would
imply the existence of something necessary, namely, matter)
and nothing would be in existence. When explained in this way
C (1) appears no longer to entail a dubious inference but
appears to be true, even convincingly so, and in view of its
obviousness, one can safely assume that this explanation of C
is precisely the one Saint Thomas himself would have used
to justify it.

However, only one thing would seem to spoil the above expla-
nation: it apparently proceeds on a false assumption. It
proceeds on the assumption, a dual one, that past time is

2% See Connolly, op. cit., 288. Here Connolly summarizes A. D. Sertillanges’s ex-
planation of C (1) above. See also Patterson Brown, op. cit., 86-88.
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infinite and all things are possible not to be. But this as-
sumption would seem to entail something impossible, namely,
that there can be an infinite past without something permanent
in existence. In other words, I think it can be successfully
argued that there cannot be an infinite past without the
existence of something “ physically ” necessary to found its
duration.** In other words, no finite number of things phy-
sically possible not to be, no matter how long their duration in
existence, can, it would seem, either singly or collectively,
account for an infinite past. Perhaps, then, in the final analysis
what Saint Thomas’s argument here really proves is that there
cannot be an infinite past if all beings are possible not to be.
In that case, however, he should perhaps have argued, as pro-
cedurally more sound, the following:

G. (1) Either past time is infinite or finite
(2) If past time is infinite, then something necessary must
exist to account for infinite past duration
(8) If past time is finite, then the physical world had a
beginning
(4) If the physical world had a beginning, then it must

81 am indebied to David A. Conway’s article, “ Pogsibility and Infinite Time:
A Logical Paradox in St. Thomas’s Third Way,” International Philosophical
Quarterly, XIV (1974), 201-208 for suggesting this point to me. In this article
Conway convincingly argues what he detects to be an inherent contradiction in
the argument of the Third Way’s first part. According to Conway (who here
accepts the Gilson-Copleston version of our dubious premise, C (1) ), this argument
assumes (1) that there is an infinite past, (2) that everything possible must be
realized in an infinite past time, and 3) that among things possible is the non-
existence of all things (if, indeed, all things are possible not to be). However,
Conway points out, a hidden contradiction lurks in these assumptions, as evident
from the following argument: For any time ¢ that one cares to select as the time
in an infinite past at which the possibility of all things not existing is realized,
there is an infinite time prior to ¢; but during this infinite time prior to ¢ there
would also be a time, let us call it t, at which this possibility of all things not
existing would be realized; hence, on this argument, all things would actually
cease to exist prior to any time one cares to select as the time in an infinite past
when they have, supposedly, ceased to exist—an obvious contradiction. One
might wonder how this affects our interpretation of ¢ (1) above. I believe it
clearly points out the impossibility of assuming an infinite past, on the one hand,
and, on the other, that all beings are possible not to bhe (again assuming that
each being possible not to be at some time is not).



342 THEODORE KONDOLEON

have been efficiently caused to exist by a necessary being %t
(5) Therefore something necessary exists.

In any event, one can still agree with Saint Thomas’s con-
clusion here that “not all things are (physical) possibles but
there must be something necessary in reality.” Still the
question remains whether this “ something necessary ” has to
be something other than matter. Saint Thomas evidently
thought so and we have now to determine whether his position
on this question can be supported by sound argument.

II.
The Failure of the Third Way’s First Part

In concluding to the existence of something necessary Saint
Thomas tells us nothing, explicitly, about its nature or number.
However, from the wording of the Third Way’s second part,
one may infer that he has in mind here, not matter, but some
actual being and that he is also prepared to recognize a plurality
of such beings. This impression is confirmed by what we know
about his physical philosophy generally and by what he has
stated textually elsewhere.®* Thus, inasmuch as it is only the
potential principle in the substance of a corruptible being,
matter (prime matter) is not a necessary being; furthermore,
as something purely potential, it cannot account for the existence
now of actual being. In order to do that, Saint Thomas believed,
one would have to look to the causality, and hence to the
existence, of some actual being, but one which is also a neces-
sary being. As to the number of such beings, that, he would
likely say, would depend upon the number of heavenly bodies
and their spheres and also upon the role assigned to angels in
the governance of the world.*® Consequently, while Saint

#1 Qee Summa contra Gentiles, Book I, Ch. 15 (6).

32 See ibid., Ch. 15, for an argument that closely resembles the Third Way in
form and which would seem to support the above interpretation.

38 See Summa Theologiae. I, Q. 110, a. 1, ad 2. However, Saint Thomas does
not limit the number of spiritual creatures to the number of movers of the
heavenly bodies.
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Thomas makes no use of a causal argument here to infer the
existence of something necessary in being, it is reasonable to
suppose, in view of his statements elsewhere, that he evidently
saw a cause-effect relationship obtaining between the necessary
being (s) whose existence he was certain he had now established
and the on-going generation, in our terrestrial realm, of new
individual substances. Otherwise, according to him, one would
be at a loss to explain why certain classes of substances
(particularly plants and animals) continue to exist nigh end-
lessly and to exercise their generative powers (for “ whatever is
moved is moved by another ).

In connection with what I have just remarked above, it
should be recalled that Aristotle’s theory of incorruptible
heavenly bodies was a universally accepted part of medieval
“ physics ” and that these bodies were believed responsible, as
universal causes, for the perpetual cycle of generation and
corruption observed in the *“ sublunar” world. Given such an
outlook, it is easy to see how Saint Thomas could find, in
empirical reality, ready confirmation of something to which he
thought the Third Way’s first part had correctly concluded,
namely, the existence of necessary being. Moreover, he also
shared with Aristotle the view that the heavenly spheres were
moved by spiritual substances, although, as we have seen, he
would substitute angels for Aristotle’s ““star-souls”. Conse-
quently, when Saint Thomas concluded here to the existence
of necessary being, he was, in effect, at the same time acknow-
ledging the existence of ¢mmaterial being. Admittedly, in
terms of what the argument has to say explicitly, this point is
by no means clear; yet in light of what I have just argued and
what we know to be his philosophy generally it is, nonetheless,
true. However, and this observation I deem extremely impor-
tant, he was certainly not prepared at this stage of the argument
to identify the existence of any necessary being with God. He
was not prepared to do so because he clearly recognized that his
conclusion here, in the first part of the Third Way, was simply
the existence of the cause of motion in the world, not the
existence of the cause of ewistence, namely, the Self-Existing
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Being. Since, as in Aristotle’s philosophy, a plurality of neces-
sary beings could be postulated to explain, as more or less ulti-
mate causes, this motion (and other changes resulting there-
from) , and since none of these beings would have to be seen as
self-existing, further argument would be required if the Third
Way was to conclude to God’s existence. Hence its second
part.

At this point I believe we are now ready to settle the question
concerning the Third Way’s first part. Can we today accept its
argument as actually establishing the existence of necessary
(i. e. incorruptible) being? As I have indicated earlier, it does
point to the existence of something necessary. However, I am
also convinced it does not prove the existence of any incorrup-
tible substance. As I have explained above, in order to arrive at
such a conclusion Saint Thomas had, in keeping with the physics
of his day, to suppose that the continued existence of corrup-
tibles as a class was something to be explained (in part) by
imperishable heavenly bodies, their movements, and their
movers. Can we today accept such a supposition? I believe the
answer is obvious. We no longer view the heavenly bodies as
incorruptible, since science has persuaded us otherwise. Nor
do we find it necessary to explain their movements by re-
course to spiritual movers. The existence of man-made satel-
lites orbiting the earth and space vehicles moving towards
other planets is a constant present-day reminder of the errone-
ous character of Aristotle’s (and Thomas’s) theory concerning
the motion of bodies (or at least of their theory concerning
the cause, or causes, of such motion). As for the continued
existence of material species, particularly organic substances, I
see no reason why that cannot adequately be explained, at least
on the level of finite causes of change, by the “ necessary”
uniform movement of the planets about the sun (I consider
here only our solar system) and the regular causality of physical
agents (each one corruptible) causing changes and new being.
In this respect we would, for the most part, be simply acknowl-
edging the same causal influences recognized by Aristotle and
Aquinas to account for the continuance of generation and
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corruption and the preservation of biological species, without,
however, admitting the existence of incorruptible substances
and certainly not ones to be identified with the heavens and
their supposed spiritual movers.

If, on the other hand, we were to allow, as I think we must,
that the planets and the remainder of the ““heavens” did have
an origin in time, we would then have a basis for inferring the
existence of an immaterial agent. However, this would involve
us in another argument for God’s existence (perhaps some
form of the First Way), clearly one different in form from
the Third Way’s first part. What the Third Way’s first
part does seem to conclude to, soundly, is, as T have said,
the existence of something necessary. Still, need this be
really anything other than the underlying principle of sub-
stantial change—prime matter? 1 see no reason to think so.
However, I am also prepared to extend the notion of “ neces-
sary ” to the laws of mass-energy and motion. Explained
according to scholastic principles, this latter necessity would
be something due to the natures given to material things by
the creator. It would also presuppose the continuance in
existence of a plurality of bodies. Given all this, along with
the regular causality of material agents, I believe we have
a good explanation, at least on the level of finite causes
of change, why certain classes of corruptible beings (particu-
larly biological species) continue to exist rather than cease to
exist. Contrary to Quinn’s position, then, I see no need for
a universal physical cause of change; natural agents, by virtue
of their own active and passive powers, are able to effect and
undergo such changes as are required to continually populate
reality with new individuals of the different material species
(I do not, of course, rule out the need for the divine con-
currence). One would have to conclude, therefore, that the
Third Way’s first part does not, of itself, establish the existence
of a necessary being, not even a caused one, and that, conse-
quently, at least as originally formulated, it brings us no
closer to knowing that God exists than we were at its beginn-
ing.
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III.

The Third Way’s Second Part

At the beginning of my paper I noted certain difficulties
about the Third Way’s second part which, as I said then,
cannot properly be ignored in any discussion of its overall
soundness. One concerned the reason why Saint Thomas
thought it necessary to inquire into a cause of a necessary
being’s necessity. Presumably, any necessary being would have
its necessity of itself, that is to say, by virtue of its own
incorruptible nature. Another raised the question why he
maintained, as the Third Way’s conclusion clearly implies,
that there can only be one uncaused necessary being. Finally,
there was also the question, one pertaining more to the argu-
ment’s formal structure than actually to the question of its
soundness, why he considered it appropriate to entertain an
infinite series objection in the case of caused necessary beings.
According to his mature teaching on this subject, necessary
beings, if caused, can only be caused by creation and only God
can create.®* To none of these questions does the Third Way’s
second part, at least as explicitly formulated, give us even a
clue to an answer. However, as would be expected, Saint
Thomas has indicated elsewhere in his writings how he would
respond to at least the first and second of these questions. It
will be noted how in these responses a central doctrine of
his metaphysics figures prominently, thereby revealing the
essential metaphysical character of the Third Way’s second
part or why it manages to conclude to the existence of the
self-existing being (1. e. God) .

**1In a very early text (The Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard,
II, D. I, Q. 1, a. 8) Saint Thomas did not rule out the possibility that the
creative power could be communicated by God to certain creatures so that
they could act instrumentally in the production de nihilo. In later works, how-
ever, he argues the impossibility of creatures acting instrumentally in creation.
See, for example, On the Power of God, Q. 8, a. 4; see also Summa Theologiae, I,
Q. 45, a. 5.
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1. How a necessary being may also be a caused one. In what
sense, if any, can it be claimed that a necessary being has a
cause of its necessity? Saint Thomas’s response to this
question would be, as certain texts clearly show, to point out
that while a necessary being, only granted that it exists, has it
of its nature to be always in existence, it can still depend upon
another being for its existence.** 1In his view such a dependency
would apply to every finite necessary being whether spiritual
or material (as we have seen, he also believed the latter type
existed). Consequently, Aquinas would inform us, while of its
nature incorruptible a necessary being could not exist incor-
ruptibly if it did not, first, exist.*® In this way, then, a necessary
being can depend upon another for its necessity in being, that
is, if it depends upon another being for its existence. Briefly
put, Saint Thomas’s reply to our question would be as follows:
necessary beings can owe their necessity in being to a being
to whom they would owe (and continually owe) their existence,
Why he thought that necessary beings (or certain necessary
beings) would need to have their existence caused, we have yet
to consider.

When, therefore, Saint Thomas arrived (so he thought) at
the existence of some necessary being (s) at the conclusion of
the Third Way’s first part, he could still meaningfully inquire
whether its (or their) necessity was caused. As I have pre-
viously indicated, at this stage of the argument he had, to his

%5 To quote Aquinas on this point: “ Avicenna held that all things except
God have in themselves a possibility of being and non-being. Because seeing
that existence is something besides the essence of a created thing, the very
nature of a creature considered in itself has a possibility of being, while it only
has necessity of being from another whose nature is its being. .. Accordingly, a
possibility of non-being is in the nature of those things alone whose matter is
subject to contrariety of forms: whereas it belongs to other things by their
nature to exist of necessity, all possibility of non-existence being removed from their
nature, And yet this does not imply that their necessity of existence is not from
God: since one necessity may cause another (Metaphysics, V). For the created
nature to which everlastingness belongs is produced by God.” On the Power of
God, Q. 5, a. 8. See also Summa Theologize, I, Q. 44, a. 1, ad 2 and Q. 50,
a. 5, ad 3.

8% See ibid., Q. 44, a. 1, ad 2.
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own mind, only concluded to the existence of a cause of
motion or change in the world (yet perhaps not the ultimate
cause), not to the cause of existence. Since, in his view,
a plurality of such beings—universal causes of motion or change
in the world—could not be ruled out, he had also to raise the
question whether their necessity was caused or not. It should,
I think, be obvious that what he was now actually asking was
whether such beings have their ezistence caused. However,
because he chose to follow closely here the argument’s original
wording—he had derived it from Maimonides—his phrasing of
the Third Way’s second part has, apparently, obscured its
meaning for many. Yet otherwise understood, except perhaps
within the context of an Avicennian emanation theory to
which, in point of fact, he did not subscribe, the question of a
cause of a necessary being’s necessity, or of a series of such
causes, simply makes no sense. One may conclude, therefore,
that the main philosophical question of the Third Way’s second
part concerns the self-existing—or non-self-existing-character
of the necessary being (s) presumably already demonstrated
to exist.

2. Inference to the uncaused Necessary Being. When inter-
preted in this fashion the Third Way now seems able to con-
clude directly to the existence of an uncaused necessary being
whom one can truly call God. For, as Saint Thomas had pre-
viously argued in a much earlier work in a text of capital
importance whose teaching he would never basically alter, if
existence is not intrinsic to a being’s essence or nature, it
must be efficiently caused in that being, ultimately by a being
which is self-existing.*” In his view, no finite being, no matter

37To quote Saint Thomas on this matter: “ Now whatever belongs to a
being is either caused by the principles of its nature, as the capability of
laughter in man, or it comes to it from some extrinsic principle, as light in the
air from the sun’s influence. But it is impossible that the act of existing be caused
by a thing’s form or quiddity (I say caused as by an efficient cause); for then
something would be the cause of itself and bring itself into existence—which is
impossible. Everything, then, which is such that its act of existing is other
than its nature must needs have its act of existing from something else. And
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how superior its nature, would be a being whose essence is its
own act of existence; consequently, it would have to be said to
receive its existence from another, ultimately (or directly)
from the self-existing being. Once given the existence of any
necessary being, then, as a conclusion of an argument from
change (be it substantial or accidental change), one would
also have to conclude to the existence of a self-existing (neces-
sary) being which is, therefore, uncaused. This is unmis-
takably true according to the principles of Saint Thomas’s phi-
losophy.

In view of what I have just stated, it is not difficult to see
how Saint Thomas would have answered our second question,
why not a plurality of uncaused necessary beings? Doubtless he
would first point out that a self-existing being is one which is
mfinite and, therefore, unique.®® It is infinite because, unlike
finite beings whose essences are just so many different poten-
tialities (or limiting) principles for existence, its existence is
not received (and therefore not limited) by a distinet, limiting
principle of potential existence.*® It is, in a word, a Pure
(or Unlimited) Act of Existence. He would end by noting that
this Self-Existing Being would necessarily be the ultimate
source of existence to all other beings, which are only beings by
participation.*®

Yet if my account of what the Third Way’s second part is
really, though only implicitly, arguing is correct, how explain

since every being which exists through another is reduced, as to its first cause, to
one existing in virtue of itself, there must be some being which is the cause of
the existing of all things because it itself is the act of existing alone.” On Being
and Essence, trans. by Armand Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval
Studies, 1949), p. 47. Saint Thomas had earlier argued in this chapter (Chapter
4) that there can be only one Self-Existing Being and that all other beings entail
the composition of essence and existence.

88 “ The fact that the being of God is self-subsisting, not received into anything
else, and is thus called infinite, shows God to be distinguished from all other
beings, and all others to be apart from Him.” Summa Theologiae, I, Q. 7, a. 1,
ad 8.

3% See tbid., c.; use also sbid., a. 2.

40 See tbid., Q. 44, a. 1.
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why Saint Thomas also found it necessary in this same part of
the argument to raise and reject the possibility of an infinite
series of caused necessary beings? In other words, why should
he have bothered to consider an infinite series objection in an
argument in which he supposedly recognizes that if a necessary
being is caused it is only because it is not self-existing and,
therefore, must receive its existence from the one self-existing
being—God? This question has particular force in the present
context, since, as I have already mentioned, according to his
later teaching creation is the work of God alone (and necessary
beings, if caused, can only be caused by creation). As I see it,
this difficulty admits to two possible solutions: one would
liken his procedure here to one which he employs in an
important early work which I have already cited; the other
would explain it as involving more a point of the argument’s
historical antecedents than a part of Saint Thomas’s own phi-
losophy. I happen to favor the second explanation.

The first, as I have said, directs us to an important early
work, De Ente et Essentia, where Saint Thomas, after noting
that beings whose essences and acts of existence are not one and
the same must have their existence extrinsically caused, con-
cludes to the existence of a self-existing being under pain of
proceeding ad infinitum in causes of existence.** While he neg-
lects to mention why he thinks an infinite regress in causes of
existence is impossible, it is most likely because he saw how
such a regress would leave the existence of every being ulti-
mately unexplained. In other words, his position here would
be, I believe, that given such a regress there would be no
sufficient reason why there should be anything in existence at
all. However, in this particular text he was not concerned with
the question of an infinite series of caused necessary beings,
where each one in the series would, presumably, have its
existence from a prior necessary being, but with the more

** On Being and Essence, Ch. 4. Saint Thomas simply observes here that “if
that were not so, we would proceed to infinity among causes, since, as we have
said, every being which is not the act of existing alone has a cause of its existence.”
(Maurer trans., p. 47).
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general case of any being which must have its existence caused
(and which possibly could derive its existence, as from a
proximate cause, from another finite being). Thus, perhaps
in the Third Way’s second part Saint Thomas wishes to show
that an infinite series of caused necessary beings is also im-
possible, since it too would imply that the existence of such
beings has been left without an ultimate explanation. Indeed,
he does refer us here back to the Second Way, in which he has
already rejected an infinite series of essentially ordered causes
of a thing’s coming into existence (through change) presumably
because this, ultimately, would leave the effect without a cause
(and thus without explanation) .

However, as I have pointed out above, where it is a
question of the cause of a necessary being’s existence there can
be no possibility of any series of causes, not even a finite one.
Such a being’s existence can only be accounted for by God,
as Saint Thomas consistently teaches in his later works. Hence,
the more likely explanation of this puzzling step in the argu-
ment would seem to be the following. One should recall again
that Saint Thomas derived his Third Way directly from Mai-
monides; its striking similarity to an argument for God’s exis-
tence developed by this 12th century Jewish philosopher-theo-
logian leaves little doubt of that.*? In his own formulation of
the argument, Maimonides, following Avicenna, allows for a
series of necessary beings whose necessity is caused but
concludes to a being which has its necessity of being from
itself. In adopting Maimonides’s argument Aquinas also re-
tained this part of it, quite likely to show that, even within an
emanation theory, one must arrive at one uncaused necessary
being “ whom all men call God.” Actually, then, as T would
explain it, this step of the Third Way is more a concession
of its author to the argument’s original pattern and thus to a
philosophical theory then historically in vogue—and which,
incidentally could be cited to support the demonstrability of
God’s existence—than it is for him a strict requirement of this

2 See Moses Maimonides, Guide of the Perplexed, 11, 1, 8a-8b.
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particular proof of God’s existence. In any event, it is
certainly true that in Saint Thomas’s philosophy a plurality of
necessary beings points to the existence of one, and only one,
uncaused necessary being, since only one being can be self-
existing.

I think, by now, I have sufficiently established that in the
Third Way’s second part Saint Thomas seeks to demonstrate
the existence of one uncaused necessary being by arguing,
albeit implicitly, that its causality is actually required to explain
the existence of any necessary being which is not self-existing.
Admittedly, one finds no textual indication here that the argu-
ment rests upon a prior recognition that a necessary being
need not be self-existing. In other words, we are not told
that this inference to the existence of an uncaused necessary
being is also an inference to the existence of the self-existing
being and thus presupposes a doctrine central to Saint Thomas’s
philosophy, namely, his doctrine of participation.** However,
in light of what he has stated elsewhere about necessary beings
requiring a cause, there seems to be no other possible way to
interpret the argument of the Third Way’s second part so as to
make sense of its inquiry into a cause of a necessary being’s
necessity. When understood in this way, the argument can be
seen to conclude directly to the existence of a self-existing
(and, hence, absolutely necessary) being, which is uncaused,
absolutely unique, and the cause of the existence of all finite
beings.

Iv.

A Reconstruction of the Third Way

What, then, may be finally said about the value of the Third
Way as an actual proof of God’s existence? While a Thomist
could find little to object to in the argument’s second part
(except, perhaps, its lack of explicitness concerning the essence-

42 Tn other words, the doctrine of the real distinction of essence and existence
in all beings save one (namely, God). This doctrine implies that such beings are
participated beings and hence efficiently caused by the Unparticipated Being.
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existence composition in certain necessary beings), yet inas-
much as that part rests upon the first part’s conclusion—a
conclusion we have seen to be unwarranted by sound physical
philosophy—the entire argument must, logically it would seem,
be rejected. Still there may be a way of reformulating this
argument from the “possible and the necessary ” to have it
serve its original purpose. I have pointed out how part of the
Third Way (the second) makes use of, although implicitly, a
doctrine Saint Thomas employed elsewhere to establish God’s
existence. Might not this doctrine be used again, this time to
better advantage, in a different formulation of the Third Way,
one which happens to avoid the erroneous physical philosophy
of the original? I believe it can. The reformulation I have
in mind consists in a relatively brief argument and can be pre-
sented in the following five steps:

H. (1) What undergoes generation and corruption has a subject
of generation and corruption which, itself, is not subject
to generation and corruption and therefore is something
necessary
(2) Certain things do undergo generation and corruption
(8) Therefore something necessary exists
(4) This something necessary is not self-existing
(5) Therefore, it must receive its existence ultimately from

a being which is self-existing and who is, traditionally, called
God.

In proof of H (1) we can argue that if a thing comes into
being or ceases to exist as a result of change, then there
must be some subject of change remaining throughout the
change, something “ out of which ” the effect came and which
“ supports ’ the new determination (or form) of existence.
Otherwise, something would be coming into existence “ out of
nothing,” which would entail, not change, but creation. In
Aristotelian philosophy, this subject of change, at least where
it is a question of substantial change, is prime matter. Since
matter, in this sense, is the subject of the ultimate (i. e. sub-
stantial) change, it itself cannot be subject to such change and
is, therefore, something necessary. Moreover, this principle
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is either eternal (as Aristotle believed) or something created
(or, more exactly, co-created with form) in a temporal be-
ginning of the universe. If, in fact, the latter, then obviously
there exists a creator, a necessary being. However, if matter is
eternal, then the question can be raised: why does it exist
rather than not exist? It is certainly not something self-existing.
(I will return to this point momentarily). But even if one
were to reject this Aristotelian concept of matter, by denying
substantial change, he would still be required to acknowledge
the existence of something necessary, something which endures
or remains throughout change. Today, many philosophers
(most empiricists) prefer to identify this “ necessary * substrate
of change with matter thought of as mass-energy.**

H (2) is, quite evidently, a fact of experience. Even those
who deny substantial change would still agree that certain
things may be said to be “ generated ” (i. e. come into being)
and certain things “corrupted ” (i. e. cease to exist). From
what has been discussed above regarding H (1), and from H
(2), H (3) follows of necessity. We must now prove H (4),
namely, that matter, regardless of how we understand it (i. e.
either in its Aristotelian or in its modern sense) is not
self-existing. Let us take first the concept of matter as mass-
energy. Aside from the fact that matter, viewed in this way, is
a mere abstraction (if there exists a plurality of different
kinds of material substance, no one of them could, in essence,

4t James W. Corman and Keith Lehrer would seem to subscribe to this view
in their Philosophical Problems and Arguments: An Introducticn (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1974), pp. 360-367. So also would Anthony Kenny in op. cit.,
p. 69, where he states: “In order to show that the uncaused everlasting being
must be God, he (Aquinas) offers no proof, and we may ask why might it not
be perpetual, indestructible matter! If the first part of the Third Way has
any force at all, the matter of an everlasting world would be matter with
a natural power of everlasting existence. And what better explanation could one
want of an everlasting existence than a natural power for everlasting existence?
In what way would God’s eternal existence be more self-explanatory than the
everlasting existence of matter with a natural indestructibility? ” As I will argue
above shortly, Saint Thomas’s answer to Kenny’s question would be that matter
does not have existence intrinsic to its essence or nature and therefore would
require to receive its existence from a Self-Existing Being whom we call God.
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be simply mass-energy; it would have to be mass-energy of a
certain determination, form or structure), it is also some-
thing which is found in many and, as it exists concretely, is
in potency to change. For a Thomist this could only mean
that it is not its own existence, but that it is in potency to
existence. What is self-existing (i. e. a being whose very
essence is the same as its existence) is absolutely one (unique)
and nowise in potency. It is, in a word, a being of pure
(or unlimited) act. The limitations just noted with respect
to matter thought of as mass-energy would also apply, «
fortiori, to matter viewed in its Aristotelian sense. Since matter,
therefore, is not its own existence, it must receive its existence
(prime matter would receive existence through its form) from
another—ultimately (assuming instrumental causes to be
operative in the communication of new existence through
change) from a self-existing being, one whose proper effect
is the universal effect (existence) and who, as the Unpartici-
pated Being, is the universal cause. While I, personally, find
this argument sound, I would not suggest, not even for a
moment, that 1t could ever convince a non-Thomist. After
all, it depends radically upon Saint Thomas’s doctrine of essence
and existence (or participation); and if ¢hat doctrine is not
accepted as philosophically sound, so neither will my reform-
ulation, nor perhaps any reformulation, of the Third Way be so
accepted.

Conclusion

In this paper I have tried, among other things, to show how
Saint Thomas’s Third Way does not commit the composition
fallacy with which it has been frequently charged in recent
years. I think I have done this successfully; hence the argument
ought not to be rejected on that score. However, I have also
argued that its first part’s conclusion entails an erroneous piece
of physical philosophy which vitiates the entire argument.
Despite its failure to establish the existence of any necessary
(1. e. incorruptible) being, I thought it important to examine
certain questions legitimately raised concerning the Third
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Way’s second part in order to show how Saint Thomas’s doc-
trine of essence and existence (or participation) has a key role
to play in this argument, although one ostensibly “ offstage.”
That this fundamental doctrine of Saint Thomas’s metaphysics
should figure in some way in a Thomistic proof of God’s exis-
tence should not in the least surprise us. As I took care to note
in the course of my discussion, it is deeply involved in one
of Aquinas’s earliest arguments for God’s existence and, I might
add here, it is also very much implied in the argument from
“ gradation in being ” (the Fourth Way). While an argument
from change (the First and the Second Ways) based on the
principle of change (“ whatever is moved is moved by another )
is undeniably easier to grasp than a metaphysical argument for
God’s existence, a fact which may perhaps explain the First
Way’s popularity with many Thomists of the past, I think it
should be clear that any argument from change can only
conclude to an ultimate cause of change, an unmoved mover,
but not to a being which would be seen as the cause of
existence (and, thus, as the self-existing being). To arrive at
that conclusion, namely, the existence of the self-existing being,
God, one is required, I am convinced, to make use of an argu-
ment which in some way acknowledges the essence-existence
composition in the beings of our direct and immediate experience
(or, in other words, their “ participated being ” character). In
my reformulation of the Third Way, I have simply tried to
apply that conviction to practice.

TaeEODORE KONDOLEON
Villanova University
Villanova, Pennsylvania



TOWARD A RENEWAL OF SACRAMENTAL THEOLOGY

O TASK FACING CATHOLIC THEOLOGY is
today more urgent than that of recovering the mean-
ing of the sacramental worship of the Church, whose

reality is that of the Church in history and in the world. What
this reality may be is contested, and the classic theology of
sacrament and Church seems no longer able to respond to the
issues posed by the contemporary mind, stated as they are in
a language borrowed from the modern disciplines of history,
psychology, sociology and hermeneutics. The ontological
interest of scholastic theology, and the nominalist juridical-
ontological mentality of the counter-reformation theologians
find few echoes in modern historical consciousness, before whose
criticism their notions of reality are found charged with a non-
historical naiveté. Included in that indictment is most of the
language by which the Church’s worship has been designated:
a certain distaste for all talk of sacramental objectivity and
historical concreteness is manifest in much of the contemporary
discussion. ' The corollary, no novelty in the history of the
Church, is a considerable dilution of the Catholic confidence in
the sacramental immanence of Christ in the world of our daily
encounter.

And yet, there are other naivetés than the ontic: if the clas-
sical theological realism threatened to become a mechanics of
grace, the contemporary socio-historical hermeneutic, equally
intent upon the identity of history with its phenomena,
threatens no less to become a statistics.® Both tendencies illus-

1Such a statistics of grace results when reliance may not be placed in the
efficacy of any particular sacramental event, as, e.g. a magisterial definition, a
Eucharistic consecration, a baptism or ordination. The Church’s “ indefectibility ”
in grace and truth then has no cash value in any particular instance, and
amounts to no more than an actuarial description of a reality which in the
concrete is always indeterminate.

357
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trate the simplism which accepts the common-sense dicho-
tomies of reason as regulative of theological truth. Particularly
within the Thomist tradition, these dichotomies have made a
wasteland of Catholic systematic theology, for they have sub-
ordinated the treatment of grace to the Aristotelian category
of accident, thereby forcing upon that theology the notion of
a natural creation constructed on Aristotelian lines and having
only a nominal, because intrinsically inexplicable, substantial
contingency. The pre-Vatican II emphasis upon the natural
(as in natural law, the natural knowledge of God, the natural
virtues) has recoiled upon its scholastic advocates, for its
cosmological and quasi-sacramental meaning, taken for granted
by St. Thomas, is now displaced by an entirely secular calculus
of value. This has had its most profound consequences in moral
theology, for many of whose adepts the Church can claim no
privileged insights in re morali, but equivalent implications
also infect the theology of history; there too natural secular
freedom and historicity are held in contrast with a pseudo-
existence, lived in ecclesial suppression.

But such poised alternatives are the stuff of dualism, nor is
that ancient mistake avoided by recourse to the systematic
vocabularies of the newer disciplines of the humane sciences.
The name under which reality travels is not a magical means of
controlling it; the history of speculative thought can summon a
host of witnesses to the inescapability of reason’s dichotomies,
dichotomies whose paradigm is the classical enigma of the one
and the many. Whether we theologize under the aegis of ontol-
ogy, of sociology, of history or of whatever other mode of syn-
thesis, we are engaged in the task of understanding the reve-
lation given in the Christ, a task whose prius is that we do not
subordinate that Truth to any methodological criterion of the
true, however, sophisticated.

For in this revelation the most fundamental dichotomy of all
is overthrown: that which has isolated God from man, from
history and from the world. This isolation, the commonplace
of all dualism and the implication of all autonomous rationality,
is contradicted by the a priori of Christian theology, the Good
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News which is given us in Christ. The first consequence of this
a priori is that creation is no longer ambivalent, for it is created
in Christ: it is charged with His significance; it is holy, awaiting
its full redemption; it is mysterious, bearing a truth which is
truly its own but not yet known in its fullness. A relation is
then established between what is and what shall be when
creation is fulfilled in the Kingdom. This relation is as con-
cretely actual as the Christ in whom it is founded; in it, the
truth of our world subsists, insofar as Catholic theology can
be concerned with the world and with its history. This theo-
logical concern inevitably embraces the entire range of the
humane sciences; these, by accepting the normative Truth of the
revelation, become theological disciplines. Apart from that
transformation, they only continue to generate their own
dichotomies, incapable in their autonomy even of integrating
those data which their methodologies exist to integrate.

Nonetheless, the intellectual optimism which is the hallmark
of Catholic theology can by no means become an intellectual
arrogance without immediately falling victim to the same
sterility which marks any other delusion of humanistic self-
sufficiency. The rational constructs of the theological enter-
prise guard their value only as hypotheses, as possessing no
truth of their own save that of the relation they bear to the
revelation. That relation can be no more than an expression of
the human indigence for the Truth which we cannot command,
however fully it be present for our worship.

Thus the crises of Catholic theology are not transcended by
recourse to regnant disciplines heretofore neglected; these lights
also will fail whenever they are employed to compensate for the
immanent deficiencies of their predecessors. No doubt it will al-

** The dissolution, from Duns Scotus onward, of the Augustinian unity of
philosophy and theology marks the beginning of what will become under
Descartes the selfconscious attempt of modemn philosophy to re-establish through
autonomous reason the intellectual certitude which Augustine knew to be given only
by divine illumination. This quest for certitude has rediscovered all the dicho-
tomies long ago uncovered by the pre-Socratics in their own equivalent quest
for the unity of reality and shares their failure.
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ways be necessary to pose the perennial problematic in a termi-
nology as topical as may be, but all such terminologies must
suffer an intrinsic change of meaning by the mere fact of becom-
ing theological; they thuslose their facility, their immanent logie,
for they engage a problem transcendent to it, and those most
accustomed to their secular denotation are most troubled by
their theological translation, and particularly by the rejection
of the familiar dichotomies which that translation or transfor-
ation must entail. The dichotomy whose rejection is found
most scandalous is the primordial one, between divine and
human autonomy, and in our day it is in the theology of the
sacraments that this scandal is most poignantly renewed.

The scandal is not to be avoided, and only a badly mistaken
ecumenism will attempt to do so. From any status quo ante,
whether that of Greek ontology or German sociological her-
meneutics or Roman law or Anglo-American linguistic analysis
or whatever other humanism may be in point, the theological
use and conversion of the rational and autonomous dynamic
of scientific inquiry is unwarranted and illegitimate. The theo-
logian’s task is of course easily misunderstood, but it is most
scandalous when it is not misunderstood.

There can be little need to detail the profound uneasiness
experienced by the contemporary consciousness in its encounter
with Catholic theology’s employment, with reference to God’s
immanence in humanity and the world, of language generally
thought sacred to the empirical sciences: the language of ob-
jectivity, concreteness, historicity, actuality and the like. To
the immediate objection that such a usage effectively reduces
God to a thing, that theology has replied that the proper
denotation of these terms is sacramental, not simply empirical
or pragmatic, as the scientific mentality confidently supposes.
Of late, this reply has been given less frequently and with a
greater diffidence, for theologians have been discovering a defect
in the classical theology of the sacraments which, when rem-
edied, seems to undercut the entire project. This failure, the
lack of ‘historical consciousness’ now thought to have pre-
vailed in Catholic theology until the eve of Vatican IT or
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thereabouts, is generally taken to be the absence of any aware-
ness in the Church that its doctrine, and a fortiori all systematic
entry into that doctrine, are alike contained within and
subordinate to an autonomous temporal process of uncovenanted
change,* a process whose elements submit to no rationale of
‘development’ whereby a given statement of truth might
change with time and yet remain itself.

Vatican II seems to have lent some offhand support to this
view of historical consciousness by distinguishing the historical
formulations of doectrine from the doctrine itself, thereby per-
mitting the inference that the latter is immune to change be-
cause without essential immanence in any of its historical ex-
pressions.® It is unlikely that the conciliar fathers intended to
underwrite Schleiermacher’s reply to the cultured despisers of
religion,* but such uncautious obiter dicta may serve to indicate

® This tension between the Church and the history which conditions the ex-
pression of her faith is a commonplace of contemporary Prolestant ecumenism:
see Miceal Ledwith, “The Theology of Tradition in the World Council of
Churches,” Irish Theologicel Quarterly, vol. 48, no. 2, (1976) 104-123, for an
examination of the contrasting Protestant and Catholic views (the latter as
developed in Det Verbum, the Vatican II Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Reve-
lation) of the relation of the Church to the doctrinal tradition. Ledwith finds
Gerhard Ebeling’s influence upon the W.C.C. deliberations quite evident.

® Gaudium et Spes, n. 62: “for the deposit and truths of faith are one thing,
the manner of expressing them quite another.” The Documents of Vatican II,
ed. A. P. Flannery, Pilgrim Books, New York, 1975, p. 966. However, within
the spirit of Vatican II, the freedom to gloss this text is limited, for Des
Verbum teaches that the Church is the active historical subject of the process
of tradition: this in contradiction to the W. C. C. Montreal Report (see note
2, supra) wherein the tradition is simply identified with Jesus on principles common
to Barth and to Ebeling. For the latter, a continually new interpretation of
tradition is necessary, since the linguistic form in which the faith is couched
is essentially relative, and permits no infallibility anywhere: see Ledwith, art cit.,
p. 119. Ebeling’s own assessment of the Catholic-Protestant disagreement over the
normative value of the Church’s history may be found in his The Word of God
and Tradition, tr. S. H. Hooke, the Fortress Press, Philadelphia, 1968, particularly
in the first essay, “Church History as the History of the Exposition of Scripture.”
He finds between the two positions an irreducible difference. However, his own
interpretation of the Catholic view of Church history is badly skewed by the
sola fide emphasis which dominates his theology.

¢ Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Addresses in Response to its Cultured
Critics, tr. with intro. and notes by Terrence N. Tice, John Knox Press, Richmond,
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the seriousness of the problem confronting the theologian con-
cerned for sacramental realism: it is precisely that concern for
realism which is identified, by reason of its association with the
ontological method of classical theology, with that theology’s
supposed lack of historical consciousness, while at the same time,
historical consciousness is commonly understood in such a
manner as to submit the Church’s sacramental reality, in wor-
ship, in mission, in doctrine, to secular criteria which are in
formal contradiction to the Revelation by which the Church
subsists.®

The first issue to be faced in any attempt to renew Catholic
sacramental theology is then that of discovering the sacra-
mental meaning of history and of historical existence and con-
sciousness. This issue dominates all the rest, which now are
more and more dealt with as functions of it or elements within
it.

The problem is not unfamiliar: it recurs whenever the autono-
mous mind is at work upon its autonomous subject, whether
world, or man, or history, or being. The contemporary cate-
gorial shift from ‘ being’ to ‘ history’ may serve to free pre-
vicusly neglected contents within our consciousness for theo-
logical exploitation, but it is hardly the case that the shift is as

Va., 1969; see especially the second address, * The Essence of Religion,” 139-1435,
in which the author’s programmatic differentiation between * religion” and
“knowledge ” is first explained.

®A good illustration of this notion of historical consciousness is provided by
Avery Dulles in his recent The Resilient Church, Doubleday and Co., Inc., Garden
City, New York, 1977, particularly in the second chapter. John O’Malley’s
article, “ Reform, Historical Consciousness and Vatican II's Aggiornamento,”
Theological Studies, vol. 82 (1971) no. 4, 573-601, is still the clearest statement
of this view of the Church’s subjection to history as to an autonomous historical
dynamism, See also the two issues of Concilium edited by Roger Aubert:
Church History in Future Perspective (Concilium, v. 57), Herder and Herder,
New York, 1970, and History: Self-Understanding of the Church (Concilium, v.
67), Herder and Herder, New York, 1971. The collections of essays edited by
James M. Robinson and John B. Cobb, New Frontiers in Theology, 3 vols.,
Harper and Row, New York, 1963-1967, provide an invaluable entry into the
complex interrelations of hermeneutical theory and the theclogy of history.
Ebeling’s contribution may be found in the second volume, The New Hermeneutic:
“Word of God and Hermeneutic,” pp. 78-110.
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drastic as has been claimed: a properly historical consciousness
is not so easily attained. As long as history is understood to
be an autonomous dynamism ¢ transcending all finite reality,
we have simply elevated a philosophy of history to that
spurious eminence formerly occupied by such tenants of the
mode as Aristotelian metaphysics; the latter thought to legislate
for the ontology of the Revelation, while the former would do
the same for its historicity. Neither can reckon with the higher
Truth of the Christ in his Church without losing that autonomy
which the contemporary secular version of ‘ critical intelligence’
demands for itself. Such autonomy must objectify its subject
matter—history, in the case at hand-—and so resists all im-
manence within it. This can hardly be the device by which a
valid sense of historical existence is arrived at; to exist historically
is precisely to recognize one’s immanence within history, and
consequently to refuse all those intimations of transcendence to
which the philosophies of history are subject. No doubt onto-
logies are equally liable to this kind of triumphalism, as are all
other exercises of critical reason. We are particularly aware to-
day of the moral obligation underlying the use of the critical
intelligence: it is no longer possible to urge a voluntaristic
sacrifictum intellectus as an appropriate Christian piety. But
it would be equally immoral to elevate that intelligence to the
status of a prime truth before which even the truth of Christ
must make obeisance: one cannot serve two masters. We may
conclude that the theological conversion of critical reason
1s a refusal of the servile mind on the one hand, and of the
over-weening mind on the other: neither is capable of doing
theology.

¢ ¢ Autonomous history ” is no more than an illustration of the fallacy of mis-
placed concreteness until some attempt is made to come to terms with its
implication of either (1) a self-sufficient historical method whose canons of
interpretation await no higher legitimation, or (2) a self-sufficient community of
Herrenvolle whose hermeneutical consensus is similarly normative for the human
condition. Scholars such as Jacob Burckhardt, Karl Loewith, Christopher Dawson
and Eric Voegelin have long recognized and struggled with the problem of the
intellectual dead end which is historicism, but very few of the Catholic theologians
of this country have taken them seriously.
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If the basis of doing theology is then to be neither an
omnicompetent methodology of criticism nor an unwitting obe-
dience to tradition, the question of its justification is not there-
by avoided. Again, we cannot begin by presupposing the
familiar dichotomies of an autonomous criticism; it is not
by solving these that theology proceeds, but by affirming at
the outset that their merely potential implications are undone
by the actuality of the Truth. They are transcended and
negated by the presence of Christ in his Church. It is this
presence, radically liturgical and Eucharistic, that is the prius
of all theology. The actual meaning of reality, its sacramental
meaning, is disclosed in the Church’s worship of the Risen Lord,
in the Eucharistic celebration of the sacrifice by which the
Church is caused, created.” To participate in this worship is
to participate in all that it grounds; i. e., it is to participate in
reality, in the Good Creation which it celebrates.

Part of this worship is intellectual, a continuing effort by the
individual Christian to enter more deeply into the Truth which
is there present as the sustenance of his understanding. This
effort finds a partial expression in theology, the theoretical
formulation of the quaerens of the faith. Such formulationshave
no autonomous value: their truth is that of questions, directed
to the faith of the Church. This demands that the theologian
sufficiently understand his question so as to be able to frame it
with the precision and coherence of a methodologically con-
trolled inquiry: the range of such inquiry is as broad as the
faith itself—nothing human is alien to it, including the philos-
ophy of history, for when turned to the uses of Christian
worship, this science undertakes the systematic analysis of the
sacramental significance of fallen temporal existence.

That our existence is thus significant is a matter of faith, a
historical consciousness inseparable from the Eucharistic worship
of the Lord of history. This notion of existence, this historical
consciousness, has the concreteness of the liturgy in which it is
discovered; it transcends the tools of the systematic theology

71 Cor 10:17; Lumen Gentium, n. 7.



RENEWAL OF SACRAMENTAL THEOLOGY 365

of history as actuality transcends possibility, as reality tran-
scends abstractions, as the faith transcends its own quaerens
intellectum.. And yet it is indissociable from the quaerens, and
consequently is open to and compatible with the entire sweep
of critical inquiry for so long as that inquiry respects the
primacy in truth of the Revelation received in the Church as the
cause of faith and of existence in the history which is the Lord’s.
Thus alone is history truly a theological discipline.®

Those who accept the legitimacy of this endeavor are those
already in some manner involved in it: these, as worshipers,
form the theological and hermeneutical circle in which the
concrete project of theology proceeds.

It is within this circle that the theologian finds the concrete a
priori conditions of doing theology: the conditions, not of
its possibility, but of its actuality; these cannot be identified,
save at the cost of identifying the hypothetical theological
construct, 1. e., the theological system, with the transcendent
reality toward whose truth the theological system is related as a
question, as a possible truth which is methodologically forbidden
to confuse its possibility with the actuality, the Revelation
received in the Church.

8 David Tracy’s much discussed ‘revisionist ° approach to fundamental theology,
elaborated in Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology, Seabury
Press, New York, 1975, would regard this inner-historical, because inner-traditional,
theological hermeneutic as either an obsolete fundamentalist orthodoxy (24-25)
or as a failure adequately to “harmonize without conflating” faith and reason,
a task which he thinks proper to any contemporary fundamental theology; see
his “ Religious Language as Limit Language,” Theology Digest, vol. 22, (1974)
no. 4, 291-307, esp. 802. This task, as Tracy sees it, proceeds under criteria
which characterize a hermeneutical circle or community other than the community
which is the Church. The impact of this hermeneutical community upon the
Church’s doctrinal traditions amounts to the ‘revision’ of that tradition. Avery
Dulles (“ Method in Fundamental Theology: Reflections on David Tracy’s
Blessed Rage for Ovder,” Theological Studies, vol. 37, (1976) no. 2, 304-316)
and Peter Berger (“Szcular Theology and the Rejection of the Supernatural:
Reflections on Recent Trends,” Theological Studies, vol. 88, (1977) no. 1, 88-56),
have been sharply critical of the secularizing thrust of Tracy’s method, Berger
going so far as to term it a reductionism. For a reply to this severity, see the
“Responses to Peter Berger,” by Langdon Gilkey, Schubert Ogden and David
Tracy in Theological Studies, vol. 39 (1978), no. 3, 486-507.
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Thus the theologian finds the conditions necessary for the
work of theology in and by his participation in them; his actual
relation to the community composing the theological circle
is constitutive for his theological understanding. If he is
engaged in the specifically Catholic task of Catholic theology,
1. e., of sacramental theology, he cannot but accept the prior
sacramentality of the theological-hermeneutical circle, his com-
munity of sacramental worship, for this is the prius of the
sacramentality which he would understand.

But the hermeneutical circle, the a priori of the individual
understanding, is equally the prius of the individual’s historical
and social existence; his truth is historical-traditional as well as
it is social-communal. To recognize this can easily be made to
be the first step in the reduction of this prius, the hermeneutical-
communal-historical cirele, to an abstraction, to a theory or
methodology: in short, to an ideology, which would then
function as the absolute transcendent to all the categories by
which the concrete reality may be designated: history, society,
being, truth. The self-stultification of such programs has
never been able to discourage their enthusiasts, but their anti-
historical thrust is generally recognized; quite evidently, they
cannot serve the historical interest of Catholic theology, whose
concrete Absolute, Jesus the Christ, transcends history not as
an ideal abstracted from history, but only as immanent in
history—and in history which is itself no abstraction, but the
living community of worship, the Church, in and by whose
worship the hermeneutical community subsists. For such a
Catholic theology, history is time concretely qualified by the
immanence of Christ, by the worship of the Church. This
intrinsic qualification is simply freedom: by existence in Christ,
the worshipper is removed from the fatal, futile insignificance
of unqualified temporal duration, the ¢sorrowful wheel’ of
pagan pessimism, the ‘bad infinity ’ of post-Hegelian philos-
ophy. Thus qualified, history is not other than eschatologically
significant temporal existence, the temporal dimension of the
fallen creation and therefore the temporal dimension of the
hermeneutical circle, of the community of worship. Otherwise
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put, the heremeneutical circle is salvation-historical: it implies
a tradition in which one stands in order to understand that
the creation is good, however fallen, and that one exists in an
order of eschatological significance, in a sacramental order.’

The recognition that one stands in such a tradition, in such
a circle, is inseparable from the recognition that one need not;
the sacramentality of reality, of the good creation, is not a
necessity of thought, but a free option, taken up within an
existential experience or intuition of freedom and of personal
significance—an experience, in short, of existing within a good
creation which is at once history, community, and world. This
is the experience of worship, sustained only by worship, of the
Emmanuel, the Lord Who is with us, in His world.

The freedom of this commitment to tradition, to history, to
worship, resists all rational analysis; it is gratuitous, with a
gratuity which pervades existence, whether of the self, of the
entirety of the good creation, or of the hermeneutical tradition
in which the truth of this worship, of this existence, of this
community, is given continual historical utterance in the
liturgy. And while the alternative to such freedom is necessity
and determination, and while one is always conscious within
the circle of worship of that alternative as a temptation, it has

*H. G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, Seabury Press, New York 1975, refers the
historicity of truth to tradition (259 ff.) and tradition to the event-character
of language (879). This historicity is intended to be highly concrete: it is
legal, moral, ultimately theological, a fusion of the tradition presented in a docu-
ment with the horizon of the interpreter of the document. But Gadamer’s theo-
logical hermeneutic, like Ebeling’s upon which it depends, is that of the Refor-
mation; it is a liturgical hermeneutic, but it is one tied to a liturgy of word rather
than of sacrament (274 ff., 2904 fI.) and consequently rejects the normative value
of the historical tradition of the Church community. The attempt to identify
language instead of the Church as the vehicle of historical tradition (845 ff.)
fails, for it ignores the fact of what Orwell called “ double-speak;” a common
language does not imply a human community in tradition, i.e., a hermeneutical
consensus, It then becomes necessary to look beyond language for the carrier
of historical reality or tradition, and one is thrown back upon a choice between
the dehistoricized faith of Scheiermacher in which the word has no indispensable
concrete content, and the concreteness of a tradition whose liturgical character
is historical with the historicity of the Eucharistic event. This last is the
Catholic option: cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium, n. 2, 7.
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there only the negative reality of a temptation, of a possibility
which cannot be made actual within that circle: to realize that
possibility i1s to depart from the circle which experiences in
worship the goodness of creation and the freedom of historical
existence.

For the alternative to existence in the good creation, in the
history of salvation, is not existence in some other and secular
realm of being and history, but is rather that aversio a Deo
whose other face is an idolatry, an existential commitment to
the void, the absence of the good creation which is nothingness.

For we have no basis for the excogitation of a world which
God did not make good; the supposition that merely logical
possibilities, formed after the false image of our autonomous
reason, are in fact ontologically actual or creatable is entirely
without theological warrant. The non-necessity or gratuity
of our sacramental existence cannot be the justification for any
postulate of a non-gratuitous truth or history or being: these
are all appropriated in gratuitous freedom, or not at all. There
1s then no basis for the notion, time-honored in Catholic the-
ology, of a ‘double gratuity,” the one of nature, the other of
grace: the ex nmihilo of creation in Christ is precisely the ex
nthilo of gratia Christi, the Gift of the Spirit which is the pur-
pose of the Father’s sending of the Son, and which is inseparable
from the Incarnation as it is from the Eucharistic worship of
the Church.

The refusal to be free is then the refusal of the good creation;
as an ontological refusal, it tends not to a real existence in an
alternative and necessitarian reality, but to annihilation. This
tendency is innate in our humanity; it is a primordial datum
of our consciousness. Opposing it and irreconciliable with it is
another tendency, equally primordial, toward the personal
appropriation of the good creation and of the history of sal-
vation. Any rationalization of this bifurcate consciousness
concludes to its disintegration; in this fallen world, only the
optimism of faith in the Lord of history can found the sacra-
mental hermeneutic of the good creation, in which all the
dichotomies which our fallenness can fashion are overcome in
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the mystery of the Word made flesh, the Eucharistic sustenance
of our history, of our existence in Christ, of our reality redeemed.

This mystery is then the a priori of our humanity; our reality,
our truth, our history are unified in Him in whom we exist,
from whom we have fallen, in whom we are redeemed, the
Creator immanent in His creation. Whether we theologize with
insights drawn from anthropology, psychology, sociology, his-
torical and literary criticism, law, ontology, or whatever other
heuristic device, it is with this creation, specified and qualified
as i Christo, that we are concerned, for there is no other. Iis
humanity, its historicity, its freedom, as its unity, truth and
goodness, are not other than its relation to Him whom the
Father sent to give the Spirit. This relation is that of total,
absolute ontological dependence.

Sacramental theology is then the theology of creation in
Christ. Tt requires that the prime fact of our absolute depen-
dence upon the Son’s immanence in His creation as its intrinsic
formal and existential cause be the objective ground of all
our theological hypotheses, and so of all theological system-
atization. Only thus may the ancient contradictions im-
manent in the classical theological problematie, the rational
opposition of nature-grace, God-man, history-Kingdom, law-
Gospel and all the rest be resolved, not by yet another flawed
discovery of the autonomous mind, but concretely in Him by
whom these dichotomies and their attendant pessimism are
shown, revealed, to be false to the transcendent and yet imma-
nent Truth of Good Creation, however native to our fallenness.
To accept this Truth is to turn away from the false autonomy
of our scientific methodologies, to convert them from their
own futile immanence of autonomous rationality to an openness
upon the Mystery which they cannot control, but from which
they may continually learn. With this conversion to the real,
they become theologies.

So to understand the theological task is to refuse at its out-
set all of those a priori mindsets which presume to transcend
the Revelation by enclosing its mystery within their own
necessities whether as ontologies, as historical methods, as
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sociologies, as hermeneutical systems, or whatever. So to under-
stand theology is to accept the truly theological a priori of the
Church’s worship, whose transcendence cannot be understood
apart from one’s immanence within it. This transcendence is
not abstract; it has the concreteness of the One Flesh of the
Eucharist, the creative and redemptive relation of Jesus to His
Body, the Church. In this relation, all reality, however
designated, subsists.’® As this concrete relation is the focus
of all Catholic worship, so it must be the focus of that element
of the Church’s worship which is theology. In this worship,
all that is human is sustained and directed toward its eschato-
logical fulfillment; by this worship, the Spirit of freedom is
given, the gift of historical existence in Christo. History has no
other formality than this, no other dynamism, and no finality
other than the mystery of the Kingdom. Historical conscious-
ness, ontological realism and sacramental worship are at one
with this existence in Christ, and cannot be isolated from it:
the event of the Eucharist and the event of the Gift of the
Creator Spiritus are inseparable, This is the event of creation
in Christ, at once historical, ontological, and sacramental.
From this viewpoint, sacramental efficacy is in the order of
substance, 1. e., of creation, not of some less total kind of
change or accidental] transformation. This interpretation of the
Tridentine ex opere operato doctrine is equivalent to an identifi-
cation of the sacramental event ex opere operato with the event
which is creation in Christ—or creation tout court. Inasmuch
as the sacramental event par excellence is that which Trent
has called transubstantiation, it is then necessary to frame
a single systematic account at once of the Eucharist and of
creation. Such an account, as an ontology, cannot be charged
with nonhistoricity; neither is it burdened with any naive

1°This term, used by Vatican II (Lumen QGentium, n. 8) to describe the
dependence of the “ Church of Christ” upon the Roman Catholic Church, also
states the dependence of creation upon the immanence within it of the Creator
Christ, whose Mission from the Father is His presence among us. That presence
is Eucharistic; it is liturgical and historical. Its Truth is normative for that
creation’s history.
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cosmological or anthropological presupposition inconsistent
with the theme of creation in Christ. The entire transposition
of the classical theological problem which this approach repre-
sents rests upon a single systematic postulate: the ontological
identity of all contingency ex nihilo, whether it be thought of as
creation or as gratia Christi. By this postulate, the last rem-
nants of the nominalist dichotomy between nature and grace
are rejected by the reduction of nature to a pure possibility of
thought, whose intrinsic necessity removes it from all sub-
stantial contingency, i. e., from creation. There is here no
¢ Christomonism,” for the project intends no more than a
coherent and orthodox theology of the Father’s sending of
the Son to give the Spirit, and the primary causality inherent in
that Mission, to which the expression “ creation in Christ ” is a
pointer, does not derogate from but in fact creates and sustains
the secondary and sacramental efficacy of all human agency,
whose ground and culmination is the worship of the Church.

Donawp J. KuErg, S.J.

Marquette University
Milwaukee, Wisconsin



SENSIBILITY IN
RAHNER AND MERLEAU-PONTY
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and Maurice Merleau-Ponty are similar in that both

take human cognition to be the clue to the structure
of human existence, and take human existence to be the chief
clue to the understanding of the world. Rahner’s Spirit in the
World is a metaphysics of knowledge in which the dynamics of
human cognition is the clue to the meaning of reality. Merleau-
Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception is a work in which per-
ception is revealed to be the basic dynamism of human existence.

Key to the understanding of Karl Rahner is the comprehen-
sion of the nature and operation of sensibility in his work, as
inherited by him from Thomas Aquinas. Key to the compre-
hension of Merleau-Ponty is the understanding of perception
as the basis of man’s cognition and motor activity, his access to
the visible, and, through the visible, to the invisible. It is
the thesis of this article that the understanding of certain areas
in either of these thinkers will illuminate parallel areas in the
work of the other. Work done by Merleau-Ponty can be used
in support of Rahner, and vice versa. Thomistic metaphysics
finds sympathy in phenomenological ontology.

In the philosophy of Karl Rahner sensibility is part of the
ontological structure of the person, a condition essential to the
definition of the human. It refers to all that is material in man,
in so far as it originates in and is informed by man’s spirit.
Without spirit, matter does not achieve sensibility. Sensibility
refers to the incarnation of spirit in matter, an incarnation that
makes the body a person and its material surroundings a world.

The spirit gives rise to sensibility. By a process called emana-
tion,* the spirit becomes other than itself without ceasing to be

THE PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECTS of Karl Rahner

! Karl Rahner, Spirit in the World (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968), p. 254.
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itself, and identifies this otherness with itself. The otherness
generated by finite spirit is matter, and spirit flows through its
material otherness as sensibility. Sensibility is an important
notion in philosophical anthropology, necessary to the theory
of knowledge, in which it is referred to as sensation.

Sensation is not one kind of human knowing, nor is it an early
phase dispensed with and departed from in the later phases;
it is part of all human knowing. It has to do with spirit’s pour-
ing out of itself into matter, its own matter, as the condition in
which extraneous forms can imprint themselves on this matter.
From this spirit can later abstract the form, know it as a
universal, and refer it back to its particular extraneous source
n a judgment.’

Purely spiritual knowledge would be the intellectual knowl-
edge of the abstracted form as universal. But this spiritual
knowledge is immediately referred to the material phantasm
from which it arises (conversion to the phantasm),® and it is
further referred through the phantasm to the particular being
experienced (judgment). Man does not have any knowledge
that does not come from sensation, which is not referred to a
phantasm, which is not at least implied in a judgment. His
knowledge and his being are so much the same that any dis-
cussion of his knowledge is also one about his nature.

Man i1s a material being, by nature an incarnation of spirit in
matter. Spirit is an unrestricted desire to know, and since its
natural desire for ever more being and truth is suspended in
matter, spirit immerses itself in matter, loses itself there in sen-
sation, and then overcomes this absence from itself by a return
to itself.* Only upon its self-retrieval does it enjoy presence
to itself. Man’s presence to himself is a mediated immediacy
in which it is necessary for him to know another in order to
appreciate the truth of his own being.

Louis Roberts indicates three levels of knowledge in Rahner,®

% Ibid., p. 125.

8 Ibid., p. 238.

s Ibid., p. 117.

®Louis Roberts, The Achicvement of Karl Rahner (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1967), p. 25.
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which he refers to as a “ transcendental dialectic: ” (1) sen-
sation—the praesentia mundi; (2) knowing as thought—oppo-
sitio mundi; (8) knowing in its unity—conversio ad phantasma.
These three—sensation, abstraction and conversion—are all
phases of one knowing process, and even as such are completed
as a knowing process only in the judgment, which bridges the
intentional gap to the existing thing known.*

All knowledge begins as intuition. In intuition the object and
the subject perform a single act. The subject enacts the act
of the object as its own act. One act of knowing is supported by
both subject and object: * ““ the act of the sensed object takes
place in the matter of the sensing subject.” The object is the
cause of the knowing, because it impresses its form on the
‘matter of the subject. The subject is cause of the knowing,
because, as spirit, it sustains its own emanation receptively
through the matter.

While intuiting, the subject pours itself into the otherness of
its matter, becoming absent to itself, losing itself, being given
over to the other, not being able to distinguish itself from the
other. Following intuition and the suspension of spirit in
matter comes objectification, in which the subject knows the
other as other and knows itself apart from the other, This is
the intellectual moment, transcending sensation, attaining to
the knowledge of the universal. Sense intuits and intellect
objectifies.

After intuition and objectification follows conversion to the
phantasm. Here the intellect realizes that its activity is always
an illumination of a sensible species, always referred to matter,
to sensibility, to the world. In virtue of this it experiences its
concept only in reference to a percept. Knowledge is incar-
national in structure because man himself is incarnational in
structure.

8 Ibid., p. 28.

" Andrew Tallon, “ Rahner and Personization,” Philosophy Today 14 (1970),
p. 48, and ‘ Personal Becoming,” The Thomist 43 (1979), p. 28, and James J,
Condon, “ Karl Rahner on Sensation,” The Thomist 41 (1977), pp. 415-6.

8 Spirit in the World, p. liii,
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Rahner explains that conversion to the phantasm designates
the unity of all man’s cognitive powers in the act of knowing.
It integrates the knowledge of intellect, imagination and the
several senses. It integrates perception and conception and
prepares for judgment. It is through the phantasm that knowl-
edge terminates realistically in the thing known.

The importance of sensibility in Rahner does not cease with
cognition, but it reaches to conation or appetition as well. This
we find in his theological work on the question of concupiscence.’
Here Rahner reminds us that we can never have an act of
spiritual cognition that is not an act of sensitive cognition, and
conversely.’® Man’s desires have the same structure as his per-
ceptions. Concupiscence is nothing but man’s condition of
sensibility considered on the level of conation.

In the question of knowing himself, man finds that his mate-
riality is not transparent in its entirety. His presence to himself
is never a complete recovery from the suspension of self in
otherness. His self-enactment, or presence to himself, is always
less than all it could be. Something of his selfhcod goes unre-
covered due to the viscosity and opaqueness of matter.

So, in the question of conation, there is only an incomplete
domination of the reason over the sense as the various powers
into which sensibility is divided. The senses are faculties of
cognition and of appetition. Concupiscence is their tendency
to move Into action independently of the control of reason.
The spirit that emanates through matter as sensibility only
partially retrieves itself as self-presence, and this has its
appetitive correlative in the lack of domination had by rational
will over the senses.

Rahner goes to great length to explain that concupiscence
is a part of the natural dynamism of man, and is not most
basically a tendency to sin. Only in its narrowest sense is “ evil
concupiscence ” a tendency to sin. This narrowest sense refers
to the condition of resistance of the powers to the will, even

® Rahner, Theological Investigations I, translated by Cornelius Ernst (Baltimore:
Helicon, 1961), pp. 347-382.
® Ibid., p. 852.
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after the dictate and decision of universal reason to the con-
trary.

In the narrowest, and properly theological sense concupi-
scence is the tension between person and nature, between man
as decider and his various natural orientations, which precede
his decisions. When he makes a decision, the severalness of his
conative orientations does not automatically disappear, but
resists the decision, making it impossible for him fully to pene-
trate his own nature with his person. Man’s objective nature
has its own inertia, and is only partially directed by his personal
decisions.*?

In the widest sense, concupiscence is any conscious reactive
attitude developed by a power, as opposed to a receptive or
cognitive attitude.*® It is the general human condition, morally
neutral, of sensibility as the emanation and suspension of spirit
in matter, without the actuality of complete self-retrieval and
perfect luminosity. The reason none of us knows himself
perfectly is the same as the reason none of us can perfectly
fulfill the commitments of our will. There is a certain slug-
gishness of spirit due to its incarnation in matter. This is part
of man’s nature previous to and apart from all discussion of his
actual sinfulness.

Divided into the several senses, human appetition is many-
faceted and multi-directional. In their independence each pulls
against the other and all pull against the rational appetite.
This prevents us from ever putting ourselves fully into any
decision. We cannot help holding back, retaining energy, re-
maining shy of total self-expenditure in any single commitment,
be it good or bad. Concupiscence is the habitual ability of the
sensitized appetite to move into act independently of and even
in resistance to the control of free personal decision.**

As concupiscence, sensibility works both for us and against
us. It does not allow us to give ourselves totally in any com-

1 Ibid., p. 360.

12 Ibid., p. 360-9.

1 Ibid., p. 358.

4 Conan Gallagher, “ Concupiscence,” The Thomist XXX (1966), p. 258.
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mitment, so that we can never do a totally good deed with total
self-donation to the task, but neither can we ever perform a
totally selfish or dastardly act. Only in death, with the
opportunity for total freedom it brings can we totally penetrate
our natures, both making and executing a total and perfect
option.”® In death’s decision alone we leave our sluggish con-
cupiscence behind and penetrate our natures totally with com-
plete personal self-enactment.'®

Spirit is a capacity to know all things, and this emanates as
an insatiable curiosity in sensibility. Seen from the aspect of
the appetitive, this explains the unquenchability of concupi-
scence. Man aches for an act in which he can totally enact
himself as a person, but also aches for a mode of acquisition in
which all the world, all experience, can be his.

Without compromising the primacy and ultimacy of the
existential judgment iIn human cognition,”” Rahner displays
great interest in the question as a chronic condition moving us
from judgment to judgment. The question is the cognitive
mode for man’s natural dynamism, a dynamism which is
only to rest in possession of the infinite, a capacity only to be
filled in a mode of possession which nature cannot fulfill. This
unrest, this “obediential capacity ” for something beyond
nature, explains how man’s judgments satisfy him only in a
provisional way, and always leave him thirsting for more. In
the judgment he attains to being, but this relative attainment
of being only makes him feel all the more his capacity for an
absolute attainment. This drive for more knowledge explains
man’s questioning; it is a drive for more being.

Spirit is the name for the power in man that reaches beyond
all finite manifestations for being itself. It is a grasping move-
ment that reaches beyond the physical, visible world. Even so,

15 Rahner, On the Theology of Death (New York: Herder and Herder, 1961),
pp. 38-9.

*® Theological Investigations I, p. 282.

*7 Frederick Wilhelmsen, “ The Priority of Judgment over Question: Reflections
on Transcendental Thomism,” International Philosophical Quarterly 14 (1974), pp.
481-2.
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as spirit-in-the-world, it is through the world and its materiality
that spirit grapples its way to the beyond. Spirit is drive or
appetite for being as such; it is the capacity to know being as
such, lured along by a “ pre-grasp” of that to which it is
drawn. Spirit is doubly oriented to Absolute Being and to the
world in which it experiences the plurality of other beings and
its own solidarity with other finite beings.

The dynamism of spirit is the root of the dynamism of matter
as sensibility. Sensibility is concupiscent, because, spirit,
oriented to the world, is never fulfilled with its finite intra-
mundane experiences of living and being. The restlessness
of spirit lies beyond the insatiability of the flesh. Itisnot a battle
between spirit and flesh, but the struggle of one being who
is both, trying to recover, unify and totalize himself, while
spirit is diffused through matter, the very condition that makes
his self-expression and self-enactment possible.

Sensibility, then, reveals a capacity for the infinite which
carries out its searching in the world, through matter, as a sensi-
tized primordial desire which is split up into the desires of the
several senses. Sensibility is sensuality, the need of the senses
for the pleasure of acquisition, with the constant let-down of
not having acquired enough, of having over-indulged, or of
feeling a deeper need in contrariety to a fulfilled superficial
need. It is also ambiguously open to further, higher meanings
which can be pursued as incarnated or symbolized in matter.

Having sketched out a summary of Rahner’s positions on
sensibility, I will now lay out a sketch summarizing Merleau-
Ponty’s positions on sensibility. These two sketches will be
roughly parallel in development. I will closely correlate spirit-
in-the-world with being-in-the-flesh (hyphenation is mine),
concupiscence and motility, conversion to the phantasm and
perception in the rich Merleau-Pontian sense,

In a discussion of Merleau-Ponty’s notion of sensibility, it is
most helpful to point out that for him sensibility and visibility
are the same thing. The terms visibility and invisibility cor-
relate exactly with the less frequent sensibility and insensi-
bility. It is also helpful to point out that the body is that
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aspect of man which is visible, but that the body is the incar-
nation of consciousness, which is invisible. To speak of man
and his world we must speak about the visible and the invisible,
the sensible and that which cannot be sensed, but which never-
theless comes to be known through the sensible.

On the cognitive level, sensibility manifests itself as per-
ception, Perception embraces the relationship between the
incarnate cogito and the entire world as the horizon of its
experience,’® against which particular objects appear. Per-
ception includes aspects of the world that are visible, and those
that have to do not with manifestation but with meaning, and
that are therefore invisible. The network of filigrees inter-
lacing body and world is never completely visible, but its
invisible presence conditions what is visible.

The intentionality between body and world is not purely
cognitive, of course, but is appetitive as well. This Merleau-
Ponty expresses in his notion of motility.” Motility, or motor
intentionality, is equiprimordial with perception. We never
simply perceive an object, but we take up an attitude toward it,
reacting to it in some way, construing it as obstacle or
opportunity. As we perceive things, we inchoately judge what
to do with them, how to use them. They are there for our
enjoyment or employment; they are deployed for our use.

Motility means bodily action. It is the spontaneous move-
ment of the body in reaction to perceptual meanings. It is
pre-personal, pre-rational and pre-reflective, and may move
into action independently and in advance of the reflective
powers. The reflective powers sculpture the body’s motility
into desirable patterns or habits. Undesirable habits may be
extremely difficult to remove, showing that the body has a
motile-perceptual inertia at the pre-rational level.

Motility and spatiality are closely connected. The body
sets itself up as a center of orientation for motor activity.

*® Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, translated by
Colin Smith (New York: The Humanities Press, 1970), p. xiii.

**John Bannan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and World Inc., 1967), p. 70.
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Objects surrounding it become tools for its motor projects.
Meanings arise on the perceptual level with a motor significance.
The body’s space is never originally an “ objective space ” of
distances between objects among which the body is an unpriv-
ileged example. The body’s space is a “ phenomenal space ”
or a “lived space” from which it deploys itself and employs
other objects for its own motor purposes.*

Motility is rooted in basic intentionality, or “ operative in-
tentionality.” Merleau-Ponty refers to it as ““ beneath intel-
ligence,” and even as “ beneath perception.” As such, inten-
tionality is an “intentional are,” “a vector mobile in all
directions like a searchlight.” It is this arc which brings about
“the unity of the senses, of intelligence, of sensibility and
motility.” Tt is a “ projective activity ” which uses the objects
around it as “ springboards from which to leap towards other
spontaneous acts.” **

On top of this basic operative intentionality,”” there is a “ the-
tic intentionality,” which operates on the rational level, gener-
ating more meaning from meanings which are originally given
at the level of perception and motor intentionality. Meaning
does not originate with reason and reflection, but these carry
forward a process already initiated on a more fundamental level.
Reflective activity is always incarnate in and referred to per-
ception: knowledge is basically one, and reasoning is never a
permanent departure from perceiving.

Intentionality is never a purely intellectual process, but is
oriented to operation as well as to cognition, carrying with it the
operative tendencies and dynamisms to enlist for its own
projects the objects it perceives. The world and its contents,
although they offer resistance to the projects of the body, are
also unfinished realities, requiring human presence to bring
them to completion,

The world has more meaning, and so do its contents, than it
ever reveals in one experience. The invisible side of man has

20 The Phenomenology of Perception, pp. 1051
%1 Ibid., pp. 135-6.
* Ibid., p. 429,
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more meaning. than it is ever able to represent completely in
his visibility. These conditions help constitute the ambiguity
of the world, the condition by which it supports many inter-
pretations, none of which are ultimate or irreplaceable. Life
is full of meaning—we are condemned to meaning, says Mer-
leau-Ponty—but no meaning for any single experience reigus
supreme with everlasting tenure over all the others.

Ambiguity is closely allied with sensibility, because it is the
condition by which man’s identity may be reduced neither to
his consciousness nor to his body. It is also the condition by
which the world is irreducible to any set of fixed or finished
significances.”® The openness of everything, of subject and
object, to further meaning and interpretation is ambiguity, and
ambiguity is due to an invisibility structuring visibility from
within, never exhausting itself in any particular manifestations.

The essences of all things are incarnate in their manifes-
tations.”* Man’s consclousness is embodied in his flesh. Being
is incarnated in its expressions. Silence is enfleshed in speech,
but not exhausted there; experience is so related to language,
inexhaustible and not wholly discharged into any of its descrip-
tions. The tension of the visible and the invisible, neither
wholly reducible to the other, yet neither available without the
other, structures Merleau-Ponty’s systematic approach to many
problems; this incarnational and organic approach uses man’s
perceptual structure as a model for understanding all cultural
realities.

The ambiguity of the body rests in the fact that it is the
percipient of the world, and it is at the same time perceived by
others. It is both subject and object. When I touch one hand
with the other, T am both touching myself and being touched,
and these two operations never wholly melt into one another.?®
It is this ambiguous subject-object relation that I am perceptu-

3 Bannan, pp. '78-80.

* Ibid., p. 154.

5 Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, edition by Claude Lafort and
translated by Alphonse Lingis (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1968),
p. 254.
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ally to myself that serves as the ground for all other experiences
in which I am subject and others are objects. It prepares me
to suspect subjectivity in other objects like myself. This
suspicion, untouchable and invisible, makes me capable of
intersubjectivity as intercorporeality.

My consciousness is incarnate in my body, and my body in
turn is incarnate in the world. There is one “flesh of the
world,” ** one sensibility shared by both me and the world. To
myself I am a privileged zone of this sensible and sensing flesh,
but I can also understand perceptually how to others I am the
sensed. The non-sentient but sensible world has as its inner
invisibility Being. Being is the ultimate invisible, the inner to
which the flesh of the world is the outer dimension.

Being is ever incarnate; it embraces both the visible and the
invisible. “ As an expanse of meaning, Being consequently is
both visible and invisible, the strands of sense that run from
being to being and render them visible and expressive. The
stance of being is that of a question: in their visibility and in
their expressive character, things ask of the eye and hand what
can be seen and touched, and of language what can be said.” **

Behind the essences and expressions of the sensible which the
world ministers to as horizon and context, there is a higher
solidarity, the solidarity of being. Originally raw and un-
posited, being, as first discovered by Merleau-Ponty, is a pre-
sence or a within of the objects manifesting themselves. Slowly
he lets it dawn on him that the being showing itself through
objects is the same being that makes him a sensible in the
world. Now being is brought with essences to the level of the
reflective consciousness, and a phenomenological ontology is
achieved.

The invisible operates in Merleau-Ponty on two levels. First
is the level of pereption itself, the level in which each object is
invisibly interwoven with the world and with other things, with
hidden textures and latent lines, rays and filigrees. Second there

¢ Ibid., p. 248 and p. 255.
3" Garth Gillan, The Horizons of the Flesh (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Uni-
versity Press, 1973), p. 20.
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is the level of thought, of mind and idea, which is incarnate in
perception, but which is more than perception; it is concerned
with truth and falsehood, fantasy and fact. The second level
requires the first, on which is already achieved a perceptual
faith in the objectivity of the world.

So, if sensibility is synonymous with visibility, Being embraces
both the visible and the invisible, and is responsible for the
movement of meaning between visibles and from the invisible
to the visible. Being is not to be had in any pure state, distilled
from its incarnation and pluralization in sensibility, yet it is
more than what is sensible, and embraces the insensible as well.
The world is a flesh and has organic unity, because of the
sustaining, self-manifesting and yet self-concealing, presence of
Being, incarnate within it.

It is Being that makes the sensible thinkable. “ The essential
is to describe the vertical or wild Being as that pre-spiritual
milieu without which nothing is thinkable, not even the spirit,
and by which we pass into one another, and ourselves into
ourselves...” * Being serves as a universal ground of meaning
and thought, and especially in thinking what are known as
essences.

In rational cognition the essence reaches out to consciousness
through one of its profiles, and the incarnate cogito, as a system
of equivalences for things, intuits within its global act of
perceiving the essence as an intelligible minimum that ““ cannot
be varied without the object itself disappearing.” There is
no divorce of essence from fact; the knowledge of one always
entails the knowledge of the other.*®

“ There are not two knowledges, but two different degrees of
elaboration of the same knowledge.” Essence is always incar-
nate in fact and thought is always incarnate in words. An object
is always perceived in the cultural world with reference to
certain words, relating to the languages one speaks. This
“ verbalized object ” *° is what we perceive. Words possess a

8 Ibid., p. 22.
2° Bannan, pp. 152-3.
%0 Ibid., p. 156.
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certain generality which allows them to be applied to similar
objects. He describes words as “ emotional essences ” that have
become generalized or detached from their “ empirical origins.”
Thought is the selective applying of certain words to certain
facts. There is no thought that is utterly detached from words.*

The human world, the social world, the world of language and
of culture contain the same question as the question of thought:
essence and fact, the general in the particular. In the human
world it is a question of communication and solitude, presence
to others and presence to oneself. Neither is the more basic;
both are equally original. There is a pouring out of the self
into otherness, and a withdrawal of the self into itself and away
from its engagements. I give myself over to the generality
of my worldly situation, and again I recoil into the particularity
of my inalienable presence to myself.

Words and gestures are behaviors which symbolize essences
and meanings. They are material embodiments of meaning,
available for communication in the social world. There would
be no thinking without this prior symbol-making activity
which is equiprimordial with perception and intersubjectivity.
The succession of symbols, verbal and otherwise, build up as a
sediment into a cultural world which conditions all of our
experiences. The flesh of the world is not experienced as raw,
brutal and undisciplined, but is pre-constituted by a host of
sedimented cultural meanings. It is not up to each of us to
invent language anew, but to learn the accumulated social
meaning of words. Even so, such spoken language must give
way to new applications in actual speech, which is the spontane-
ous completion of experience by verbalization in symbols. For
Merleau-Ponty, learning to think is learning to use words both
correctly and creatively.

Reflection has a temporal structure. I reflect on a past event,
perceiving its meaning differently than I did then. T explain an
earlier statement of mine. I begin to question facts or inter-
pretations I had not previously questioned. It is my absence

3 Ibid., pp. 156-7.
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or remoteness from a situation, due to the passing of time,
that gives me the distance to perceive it anew, change my per-
spective, interpret in light of the comments of others, and there-
fore, more objectively. The mind in its temporal reflectiveness
is basically interrogative. Every present judgment gives way
to a future of reappraisal, a new absence in which new judg-
ments may be formed. The discovery of the importance of the
absence between presences coincides with the exaltation of the
interrogative,

Perception, according to Merleau-Ponty, is not simply a pre-
reflective grasp of meanings on the part of a conscious body in
the world, but it is a commitment on the part of a body to a
world which is only partly given, and which must be brought
to completion by the body’s own activity. Sensibility, then,
is not a merely passive and receptive condition, but is such
only as a quality of a world in which there are conscious
bodies, the passive moment of an active and spontaneous ini-
tiative sharing one flesh with other bodies and objects in the
world.

Sensibility is for action, for motion, for commitment. In it
the body is given over to the world, and given over to itself
objectively as a part of the world. It is materiality as infused
with consciousness, and brute matter as waiting to be completed
in the projects of surrounding bodies. It is a common tissue of
worldliness through which empathies compenetrate and con-
stitute one another, a single organicity infused with the invisible
singleness of Being itself.

The coincidence of the visible and the invisible in a relation-
ship of incarnation and the ambiguity of this coincidence allows
us to speak of an absence within a presence, a withdrawal
from the sensible fact to behold its essenece, invisible and silent,
and immediately to express the essence in words alluding to it
but not exhausting its meaning. Just as no profile taxatively
expresses an object’s essence, so, no word exactly strikes th
always somewhat tacit meaning it conveys. Such is the condi-
tion of sensibility, that which allows all perception and cognition
to take place, but which also sets up an ineradicable margin
of resistance between the visible and the invisible.
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An Integration of Rahner and Merleau-Ponty

In examining sensibility in these two thinkers, we are dis-
cussing matter on its highest level, on the level of its incor-
poration into the human organism. Matter at this level,
however, reveals its potential at every level. The most trivial
puff of inorganic stuff has as its possibility, and perhaps as its
- destiny, incorporation into a rationally sentient body. Truly,
there are things to be known about the matter of the universe
that can only be known by the study of human existence and
knowing. There is a completion that can be brought to matter
only as it becomes the tissue of a human organism.

The sensible or the visible includes for Merleau-Ponty all of
matter. The flesh of the world is matter. Sensibility is a pro-
perty of the entire world; bodies are privileged zones in which
the flesh is sentient as well as sensed. There is an insensible,
an invisible, an immaterial component shot through this flesh.
In the most general sense this component is Being itself. On
a less general scale it is the fabric of relationships and influences
among objects as they serve as a context for one another. On a
very particular scale in bodies, it is consciousness incarnate in
the flesh.

In Rahner’s explanation of sensibility, cognition is described
as a three-phase operation (actually, four, if judgment is in-
cluded). The first phase (sensation) and the third phase (con-
version) involve sensibility. Merleau-Ponty does not divide
cognition into three or four phases, but he does describe the
tension of solitude and communication in ways that closely
parallel abstraction and sensibility in Rahner. The French-
man’s sensibility (visibility) would, as described, include the
German’s sensation and conversion. Merleau-Ponty holds
sensation and conversion as one and describes abstraction or
derivation of the essence as a process totally incarnate in sensi-
bility. It is the invisible actively embodied in the visible.

Motility and econcupiscence make sense in the same way as
the dynamism or appetition of personal sensibility toward the
world and toward objects. They are grounded in a root
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intentionality that gives an organism its outwardness and sense
of motor purpose. They enjoy the full scope of sensibility itself,
including a global orientation of body toward the world, and
particular projects involving both self-suspension in matter and
self-gratification, expressing a creativity and imventiveness in
the deployment of objects about itself to its own convenience
or advantage.

The distance between cogito and body, or between spirit and
sensibility, is most keenly felt when the personal and rational
powers direct the organism in one way and when the habits or
spontaneous inclinations incline the organism in another. This
inner dividedness or resistance of one zone of sensibility to the
general movement through the matter of the organism testifies
to the abiding ambiguity of that relationship called incarnation.

The unity of the organism, experienced even in dramatic
cases of concupiscent resistance to itself, is mirrored constantly
in its knowledge. Following the intellectual phase of ab-
straction in which the concept is derived, there is the conversion
to the phantasm. The phase of abstraction corresponds to the
person’s solitude and incommunicability, and the phase of
conversion to his communication, a reaffirmation of sensibility
and a readiness for completion in judgment, following upon
a withdrawal into self-presence and abstraction,

The phantasm is never experienced in utter cognitive detach-
ment, apart from desires and appetitions. Emotional and
affective overtones accompany every phantasm. Perception
and the intellection embodied in it ramify immediately into
conation and concupiscence. Perception is pervaded by motil-
ity and sensibility is penetrated by concupiscence. Incarnate
in these is rational knowing and willing. Conflicts in appetition
and resistances to rational appetition are not struggles between
higher and lower, spirit and matter, but rather between diverse
regions within sensibility, all of which are shot through with
incarnate rationality.

In Karl Rahner, too, all of matter serves as an otherness for
spirit in a relationship called emanation. Most generally, God
is the spirit who freely communicates himself outside of him-
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self without ceasing to be himself. God freely creates matter
as an otherness, which he sculptures into his own image and
likeness until he can in man communicate himself fully, become
incarnate in a single individual, but with wide ramifications for
all other persons and for all matter. The ultimate possibility
for matter, in virtue of the incarnation of God in Jesus, is to
become God.

This theologically incarnational structure and purpose of the
world is mirrored in the make-up of all human beings. Man,
finite and embodied spirit, is also related to matter by emana-
tion. He, too, structurally and inevitably, pours himself out
into a condition of otherness in order to communicate with
the world, and then abstracts himself into a solitude of self-
presence, showing that his immanent unigueness is never
relinquished, but only revealed as he enters into innerwordly
relationships. He is designed for self-donation to the world and
for self-possession in a reflective abstraction from it.

Being might be looked upon by the theologian as an anony-
mous designation of God as he creates, energizes and imma-
nenizes himself within matter. To the theologian the world’s
fabric might not be flesh in a merely figurative sense, but in
analogy to the way in which man is spirit-in-the-world, in an
aboriginal way detectable by the ontologist who is not also a
theologian, and by the philosopher who is not a believer.

If for Merleau-Ponty sensibility is extended from man’s per-
sonalized matter to apply to all matter in the world, then for
Rahner matter is the flesh of God as well as the flesh of the
world. Matter is a visibility that serves as an otherness for
the ultimate invisible, the necessary condition for the ultimate
invisible, the necessary condition for the extension and com-
munication of spirit outside itself, primordially so constituted
by God in creation, and secondarily so experienced by man
in derivative emanations,

For Rahner, the invisible which constitutes the visible from
within must accommodate the self-communication of the trans-
cendent as well. There is no reason to believe that Merleau-
Ponty forbids such an extension of the invisible, except that



SENSIBILITY IN RAHNER AND MERLEAU-PONTY 389

he considers such an extension beyond the limits of philosophi-
cal reflection. For a Merleau-Pontian, Rahner’s interpre-
tation of matter and sensibility would have to be on this level
properly theological, and not a territory available to philo-
sophy.

Both Rahner and Merleau-Ponty are interested in the unity
of man’s knowing as perception and sensation, rather than in
the discrete operations of the several senses. Both are dedicated
to the unity of the sentient knower, and the unity of the sentient
body and the world which is a fleshy texture, known in much
the same way as the body knows its own flesh. For Rahner,
sensation is what Merleau-Ponty would call perception, the
global presence of the body in the world.

Rahner has gone so far as to indicate in his book On the
Theology of Death that the spirit of man retains its sensibility
even beyond death * in a “ pan-cosmic ” relation to the world.
John F. Bannan has shown how it is appropriate to refer to the
“ primacy of the sensible ”** in Merleau-Ponty. Certainly,
there is no way to comprehend the meaning of man or of the
world without access to them through their own constitutive
sensibility, visibility and tangibility. For Rahner and Mer-
leau-Ponty, there is no possible escape from the flesh to a
disembodied or disengaged mode of knowledge or existence.

Rosert E. Doup
University of La Verne
La Verne, California

3 0p. cit., p. 29.
32 Bannan, p. 260.
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The basic documents of Eckhart’s trial will be cited here according to the
following editions:

A. Théry—Gabriel Théry, “ Kdition critique des piéces relatives au procés d’Eckhart
contenues dans le manuscript 33" de la Bibliothéque de Soest,” Archives
d’histoire lifitéraire et doctrinale du moyen dge 1, (1926), 129-268. ]

B. Pelster—Franz Pelster, “ Ein Gutachten aus dem Eckehart-Prozess in Avignon,”
Aus der Geisteswelt des Mittelalters. Festgabe Martin Grabmann (Beitrige
Supplement ITI. Miinster, 1935), 1099-1124.

C. Laurent—M.-H., Laurent, “Autour du procés de Maitre Eckhart. Les
documents des Archives Vaticanes,” Divus Thomas (Piacenza), Ser. III, 13
(1936), 831-48, 430-47.

N MARCH 27, 1329, Pope John XXII issued the Bull
In agro dominico condemning twenty-eight proposi-
tions drawn from the works of Meister Eckhart as
either heretical or suspect of heresy. On April 15 he wrote
to Henry of Virneburg, the Archbishop of Cologne who had
begun the proceedings against Eckhart three years before,
ordering him to publicize the document in his diocese and
province so that “...the hearts of the simple folk that are
easily led astray, especially those to whom Eckhart preached
these propositions while he was alive, may not be in any
way infected by the errors contained therein.”* Six and a half
centuries have passed since Pope John’s decisive move against
the German Dominican, but debates about the significance
of the condemnation have continued to the present day.
Over the centuries those who have seen Eckhart as a proto-
Protestant, a prophet of German national religion, a Zen Master
disguised as a Dominican, or anything other than what he really
was—a devout medieval Christian cleric—have taken at least

*...ut per publicationem huiusmodi simplicium corda, qui faciliter seducuntur,
et maxime illi, quibus idem Ekardus, dum vixit, predictos articulos predicavit,
erroribus contentis in eis minime imbuantur (Laurent, 445).

390
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delectatio morosa in the condemnation’s seeming support of
their positions. Eckhart’s friends and defenders, in his day as
in ours, have been indignant, defensive, and frequently embar-
rassed over the condemnation. The variety of their interpre-
tations is indication enough. Jeanne Ancelet-Hustache, for
instance, is content with trying to show that Eckhart gave a
rather good account of himself in the case of some of the
controversial items.? Alois Dempf prized Eckhart’s written
Defense as a priceless “ self-interpretation ” of the Meister’s
thought,® while Josef Koch, whose account of the details of the
trial is by far the best available,* thought that the inquisitors
both at Cologne and Avignon proceeded with admirable care
and the Meister did not understand what was going on and
botched his Defense quite badly. Such disagreement invites a
reconsideration, one that cannot pretend to have uncovered new
data, but that will rather attempt to suggest some new per-
spectives from which to view the evidence. The case will be
made in three stages: a review of the course of the two trials,
an analysis of the theological principles of Eskhart’s Defense,
and an evaluation of the meaning of the final condemnation.
As in the case of so many other theological condemnations
of the middle ages, we know something about the trial of Eck-
hart, but not enough. The relevant documents have not yet
appeared in the critical edition of the Latin works; hence we
must depend upon earlier editions that have not been above
criticism.® Important documents have not survived, but

2 J. Ancelet-Hustache, Master Eckhart and the Rhineland Mystics (N. Y., 1957),
120-838. O. Karrer, “Die Verurteiluing Meister Eckharts,” Hochland, 23, pt. 1
(1925-26), 660-77, attempts a more detailed defense of the orthodoxy of the
twenty-eight articles found in the Bull.

® A. Dempf, Meister Eckhart (Freiburg, 1960), 18, as cited in I. Degenhardt,
Studien zum Wandel des Eckhartbildes (Leiden, 1967), 281.

*J. Koch, “ Kritische Studien zum Leben Meister Eckharts,” originally pub-
lished in the Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum, 29 (1959). 5-51; and 30 (1960),
5-52; later reprinted in Koch, Kleine Schriften (Rome, 1973), Vol. I, 247-347 (the
section devoted to the trial may be found on 809-44, and will hereafter be referred
to as Koch).

5 Théry criticized the earlier edition of A. Daniels, “ Eine lateinische Rechtferti-
gungsschrift des Meister Eckhart,” Beitrige sur Geschichte der Philosophie des
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even the recovery of new texts would probably do little to
answer all the queries we have.

In the 1820’s Meister Eckhart was one of the most famous
Dominicans in Germany. A former Paris Master, Prior of
Erfurt, Provincial of Saxony, Vicar-General of Thuringia and
later of Bohemia, and presently magister in the Dominican
studium at Cologne, during the trial he testified that: “If I
were less well known among the people and less eager for
justice, I am sure that these attempts would not have been
made against me by the envious.” ® Such remarks, and others
like them by Eckhart’s supporters, raise the question of the
motivation behind the proceedings. Who were the envious?
Ingeborg Degenhardt has shown that the evidence upon
which three traditional explanations rest is not strong.” Arch-
bishop Henry may have been an enemy of the Dominicans (not
a few bishops were), but there is little direct evidence for this
and it is remarkable how courteously Eckhart and most of the
others involved treated him®* Two renegade Dominicans,
Hermann de Summo and William of Nideggen, did play an
unsavory role in Eckhart’s Cologne trial. The Dominican
Procurator General, Gerard of Podahns, accused them of joining
the attack on Eckhart in order to free themselves from order
discipline.® The Meister also complained about their defam-

Mittelalters 23.5 (Miinster, 1928). XKoch, 311-12, claims that Daniel’s edition is
“textlich besser ” than that of Théry, though he admits the usefulness of the
latter because of its identification of the sources of the articles. I have preferred
to cite Théry here because of this advantage and because of his more
rational division of the complex text.

. ..sil minoris essem fame in populo et minoris zeli justitie certus sum quod
contra me non essent talia ab emulis attemptata (Théry, 185). Eckhart was
sharply critical of the motives and intelligence of his attackers during the Cologne
phase of the trial. For a list of his criticisms, see M. St. Morard, “ Die
fritheste und die neueste Apologie Meister Eckharts,” Divus Thomas (Freiburg)
Ser. III, 15 (1937), 327-28 (hereafter referred to as Morard).

" Studien zum Wandel des Eckhartbildes, 8-15.

®E. g., Laurent, 342, where Eckhart excuses the Archbishop, and 432, where
Gerard of Podahns does. Nicholas of Strassburg, however, was critical of Henry,
as in Laurent, 834.

® Laurent, 432, 434.
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ations; but the language used in both cases does not suggest
that they initiated the proceedings.® The fact that Henry
made use of these men, even sending Hermann to Avignon as
his emissary in the Eckhart matter, does cast suspicion on the
purity of his motives, but is not in itself proof of a cabal.
Finally, even though two of the three inquisitors the Archbishop
appointed were Franciscans, Peter of Estate and Albert of
Milan, there is no evidence that rivalry between Franciscans
and Dominicans was at the origin of the process and even less
for the claim of W. Preger, O. Karrer, and others that the
papal condemnation was meant to be some form of atonement
to the Franciscans for the canonization of the controversial
Thomas Aquinas in 1323 Given Henry of Virneburg’s
reputation as a zealous hunter of heretics, it seems plausible to
suppose with Joseph Koch that it was growing complaints from
a variety of sources about the orthodoxy of Eckhart’s preaching
and teaching which moved the Archbishop to institute his
investigation.*” That these complaints proceeded as often
from bad motives as from good should not surprise anyone who
reflects on the medieval doctrine of original sin.

The supposition that there had been rumblings against Eck-
hart and possible hints of inquisitorial action is strengthened
by the Meister’s reference to the fact that one of the reasons for
the illegality of the Archbishop’s proceedings was that the
same or a similar list of objectionable articles had been pre-
viously investigated and cleared of suspicion by Nicholas
of Strassburg.*®* Nicholas, a lector in the Cologne studium
where Eckhart served as magister, had been appointed papal
visitor to the German Preachers on August 1, 1825, so his

1 Laurent, 342. The contrary view of Ancelet-Hustache, 12122, has little
support.

1 See the treatment of this question in Degenhardt, 13-15.

12 Koch, 820-28.

13 Laurent, 343.

¢ Some have seen this appointment as an aftermath of the 1325 decree of the
Dominican General Chapter of Venice against dangerous preaching in Germany.
Koch points out that the Venice decree seems to be directed against political
preaching and that Nicholas’s charge appears to have been more disciplinary
than doctrinal (314-16).
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investigation must have been conducted in late 1325 or early
1326."* It was apparently in the early part of 1326 *° that the
episcopal process was formally begun under two inquisitors,
Reiner Friso, a canon of the cathedral and magister, and the
Franciscan Peter of Estate.” The method followed was one
which had been used for centuries but had become increasingly
standardized since 1270, the extraction of excerpts, or articuls,
from the works of the accused and their organization into lists
called rotuli.*® On September 26, Eckhart presented a formal
defense in writing of forty-nine articles drawn from various
works and gathered into one rotulus.® He prefaced this docu-
ment with a denial of the competency of the court to hear
his case, appealing to the pope or the University of Paris as
the only tribunals that could judge theological matters that did
not touch the faith.*

There are several innovative features to the rotuli that were
prepared for Eckhart’s trial. Two lists survive: the rotulus of
forty-nine articles that was the subject of the September hear-
ing, and a rotulus of fifty-nine articles taken only from the
vernacular sermons which Eckhart tells us he was given after he
had responded to the first set.> These lists, along with the

15 Koch, 316-19.

1 On January 24, 1827 (Laurent, 342), Eckhart complained that the process
should have been completed within half a year, thus indicating a duration of a
good deal more than six months.

17 Peter was soon replaced by another Franciscan, Albert of Milan. It should
be pointed out that the growth of the papal inquisition in the thirteenth century
had by no means cancelled the legislation of the Synod of Verona (1184) con-
cerning the legal responsibility of bishops to pursue the investigation of heresy.

0n the development of the procedure, see J. Koch, “ Philosophische und
Theologische Irrtumslisten von 1270-1329,” Kleine Schriften, 11, 423-50.

** These were divided into four groups: 15 articles from the vernacular
treatise known as the Benedictus Deus, 6 from a lost apology for the same work,
12 from the Latin commentaries, and 16 from the vernacular sermons.

20 Théry, 185, 196.

# Since some of the individual articles are divided into parts which Eckhart
qualified in different fashion, a more exact count would find 58 separate points in
the first rotulus and 68 in the second, thus making 126 in all. For purposes of
citation, however, we will use the following divisions: I. 2 (8), i. e, the third
article of the second section of the first rotulus; or II (13 B), i. e,, the second part
of the thirteenth article of the second rotulus.
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Meister’s defenses are found in a Soest ms.; together they form the
Rechitfertigungsschrift, one of the three crucial documents for
our investigation.?* The evidence of later documents, among them
the Papal Bull, leads to the conclusion that there were at least
two and possibly three other rotuli compiled against Eckhart.
They were all probably drawn up at Cologne, especially given
the Dominican’s protests about how long the trial was being
dragged out.?® One of these was a list of articles from the
Meister’s Commentary on John, his most mature theological
work; and at least one other list is postulated because six of
the final twenty-eight condemned articles are found in neither
the first two rotuli nor the John Commentary.?* In the man-
ner of other late thirteenth-century and early fourteenth-cen-
tury lists, the Eckhart rotuli show a concern for verbal
precision rather than free paraphrase,® as well as a length
that seems to indicate some passion for complete coverage.”
They are unusual in two important respects: first, they are
the earliest surviving rotuli to include articles translated from
vernacular works; and second, the inquisitors submitted the
lists to the accused and appear to have requested written re-
sponses from him.*

The course of the investigation changed in early 1327. The
Dominican visitor, Nicholas of Strassburg, was cited by
the tribunal, apparently for obstructing the process and
supporting Eckhart. We possess three strong protests he
gave before the Commission during January of 1827 in which he
denies the competency of the court over the exempt Dominicans,
blames the attack on the renegades of his own order, and
appeals for dimissory letters (the Apostoli) to take his case to
the pope.”® On January 24, Eckhart himself made a similar plea

22 See note 5 on editions.

2% Laurent, 842.

24 Koch (825-27) points out that three of these articles (# 11, 13, 20) have
not yet been satisfactorily identified in any of Eckhart’s known works.

% Koch, “ Irrtumslisten,” 433.

28 Koch, 327.

2" Koch, 324-25.

28 One on Jan. 14 and two on Jan. 15 (Laurent, 333-40).
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for dimissorial letters, citing the part played by the evil
brethren in the trial and the irrational delays of the inquisitors
as reasons for his appeal.®® On February 22, both inquisitors
denied Eckhart’s appeal; but, as Koch maintains, this was a
formality, since when such an appeal had been made the
accused had the right to pursue it, whatever the decision of his
immediate judges.** On February 13, as a public proclamation
of this new stage in the process, Eckhart preached a sermon
in the Dominican church at Cologne and then had a Latin
document read out which he himself translated into the
vernacular. In it he protested his innocence, publicly re-
nounced any errors that he had made in speaking or writing,
and briefly commented on three that had come to his attention.™
Even though the surviving text of this document is clearly
faulty, it is coherent with the tenor of Eckhart’s whole de-
fense, and Koch’s judgment that it is .. .the most embarras-
sing ” document of the trial seems peremptory and gratuitous.*

In the Spring of 1827, accompanied by other prominent
Dominicans, Eckhart departed for Avignon to defend him-
self.** While at the papal court he probably stayed at the
Dominican priory, free to pursue his case but not to leave
until judgment had been passed. While our documentation
from the Avignon phase of the trial is not plentiful, it is
sufficient to recover the major stages. Pope John XXII
established a commission of theologians and cardinals to review
the rotuli sent from Cologne and Eckhart’s responses. It seems
hard to imagine that the Meister would have made the trip to

2° Laurent, 341-44.

#Koch, 331-32. See the document in Laurent, 346-48. The question of the
dimissorials was incorrectly interpreted by X. de Hornstein in his Les grands
mystiques allemands du XIVe sitcle (Lucerne, 1922), 39-41.

31 Laurent, 344-45.

32 Koch, 832-83.

33 Doubts that Eckhart went to Avignon must cede to the witness of a most
unfriendly source, William of Ockham, who testified to the Meister’s presence
there. See Tractatus contra Benedictum 1V, 4, in Opera Politica (edd. R. F. Ben-
nelt and H. S. Offler. Manchester, 1956), III, 251-58; and Dialogus Magistri III,
tr. 11 (ed. Goldhast, 909).
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Avignon without hope of making further defense of his case.
Pope John eventually received two reports on the matter of
Eckhart. The one that survives to us, the Gutachten, that is,
the votum theologicum of the full commission, probably dates
from 1827.** This interesting document not only shows that
the unwieldly mass of articles from the original rotuli had been
carefully pruned down to a manageable group of twenty-eight
(the same articles that were to appear in the Papal Bull),
but it also displays considerable theological skill in its rebuttal
of the Meister’s arguments. The form of the document follows
a reverse model of the scholastic quaestio: each suspect article
is taken as the statement of an unorthodox position, reasons
are then given for the error of this view, the Meister’s defense
of the position is summarized, and finally decisive rejoinders
are given to his arguments.®* For whatever reasons of dis-
satisfaction or further confirmation, in 1328 Pope John also
submitted the articles to Jacques Fournier whom he had created
cardinal in December, 1327, and named to a special post at
Avignon. We do not know whether the redoubtable inquisitor
found this investigation quite as interesting as the ones he was
accustomed to at Montaillou. His response is lost, though
fiagments of it remain in the unedited Sentence Commentary
and Ten Responses of John of Basel.*

On April 30, 1328, Pope John wrote to Archbishop Henry
assuring him that the process was still going forward despite
the fact that Eckhart was dead.’” The aged Meister probably
saw his end at Avignon, and there is no reason to doubt that the
retraction of his errors mentioned in the Bull was made during
his final illness.*® Such an action would fully conform to what
we know of Eckhart’s life and his constant loyalty to the church.

34Tt was discovered in the Vatican by Cardinal Mercati and subsequently edited
by Pelster.

%5 Not all the articles contain all four parts.

% Koch, 312-14, and 337-39, gives a good acccunt and edits some of the
important fragments.

87 This letter was edited by T. Kaepelli, “ Kurze Mitteilungen iiber mittelalter-
liche Dominikanerschriftsteller,” Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum 10 (1940), 94,

28 Koch, 348-44.,




























































































































































































































































