AN EPISODE IN MEDIEVAL ARISTOTELIANISM:
MAIMONIDES AND ST. THOMAS ON THE ACTIVE
INTELLECT

[ ]

N A PREVIOUS STUDY, I touched indirectly on the in-
fluence of Aristotle on the thought of Maimonides and
St. Thomas while investigating their speculations on the
sacred name YHVH.! It was suggested that the tetragram-
maton can be viewed as marking the boundary between philo-
sophical speculation and belief, reason and revelation. This
investigation led to another theme, left unexplored at the time,
which has generated a great deal of scholarly concern as well
as critical mischief during its lengthy career, that of the Ac-
tive Intellect. It presents a major difficulty to Aristotle inter-
pretation, a state of affairs passed on with interest to medieval
scholarship. The variations on the theme by Maimonides and
St. Thomas are valuable not only in themselves but may pos-
sibly act as an index reflecting the extent to which Aristotelian
elements penetrated into Christian and Jewish thought. I pro-
pose to begin with a summary discussion of the De Anima text
and pass on to the interpretations of Maimonides and St.
Thomas, attempt to draw out pertinent implications, and, if
possible, draw out the conclusions which present themselves.

Aristotle’s De Anima

The text of De Anima is manifestly deficient, riddled with
corrupt readings, written perhaps in two versions.”? Moreover,
the oldest authority for any part of the work consists in refer-
ences by Alexander, who was followed by the other ‘ ancient’

1 “ Maimonides and St. Thomas on the Tetragrammaton: The Exodus of Philo-
sophy ”, Modern Schoolman, March, 1982, Vol. LIX,

2 Refer to W. David Ross, “ The Text of De Anima ”, Autour d’Aristote (Lou-
vain: Pub. Univ. de Louvain, 1955), pp. 213-214.
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commentators and paraphrasts, Themistius, Philoponus, Sim-
plicius, and Sophronius, the latter writing some sixteen hundred
years after Aristotle.?

Given the corruption of the text, the complexity of the sub-
ject matter, and the dearth of complementary explicative texts,
it is hardly surprising that vastly different versions of the Ac-
tive Intellect were elaborated. (Hirschberger cites a codex in
the Basle University library that lists no less than 17 different
interpretations of the Nous potetikos.)* Scholars are still at a
loss how to characterize Aristotle’s speculations on the Ac-
tive Intellect. While A. E. Taylor indicates that the presenta-
tion of De Anima 11, 5, is ““ the most startling of all the incon-
sistencies between the naturalistic and the spiritualistic strains
in Aristotle’s philosophy ” * and Randall considers it a Platonic
wild oat come home to roost ®, Sir David Ross can suggest that
it is the ¢ culminating point’ of Aristotle’s psychology.” And
this is only a representative example of the wide discrepancy
which exists between scholars.

A close view of the text itself will evidence the difficulties of
interpretation. Aristotle initiates De Anima I1, 5 by stating
that two factors are involved in the whole of nature, in every
class of things. He is referring to matter—potentially all the
particulars included in the class—and a productive cause. The
soul also possesses both a potential element and an actualizing
element, the latter being the poietikon (activity).® Surprising-
ly, the Nous poietikos or Active Intellect is not found in the
text, but was introduced at a later date by Themistius.® At any
rate, these ¢ elements’, both the actualizing and the potential,

8 Ibid., pp. 207-215.

4 Johannes Hirschberger, Historia de la Filosofia, trans. by L. Martinez Gomez
(Barcelona: Herder, 1963), Vol. I, p. 368.

5 A. E. Taylor, Aristotle (New York: Dover, 1955), p. 86.

6 John Herman Randall, Jr., Aristotle (New. York: Columbia University Press,
1960), p. 102.

7 W. David Ross, Aristotle (New York: Meridian, 1960), pp. 146-149.

8 De Anima, 430al7.

9 Edmond Barbotin, La Théorie Aristotélicienne de L’Intellect D’Apres Théo-
phraste (Louvain: Pub. Univ. de Louvain, 1954), p. 154, note 3. He cites Themi-
stius, In de Anima, 2, 108; 19-22.
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are to be found in the soul (en te psyche) . Theophrastus, Aris-
totle’s disciple and successor, understood this as indicating
the co-existence of the two elements in the individual soul, a
- position which will later serve as point of departure for St.
Thomas’s interpretation.

Intellect is then of two kinds, that which “becomes all
things ”, and that which “ makes all things”, the first com-
pared to the senses, it being a receptive faculty. The second,
the Poietikon, is compared to light, as it transforms potential
colors into actual colors.*® This passage was used by Themistius
to establish the identity of the Active Intellect in all men, it
being distributed as is light into various rays.** Although this
may be chancy, it is clear that the epistemological function of
the Poietikon is to actualize the intelligible forms by abstract-
ing them from matter. After the manner of light, it exercises
its activity on the noeta in potency, bringing them to actual
intelligibility.

Aristotle indicates that the Poietikon has four attributes; it
is separable, impassible, unmixed, and, in its essential nature,
is activity.?” The term choristos signifies to exist in itself—in an
independent manner—and was used previously in De Anima.*®
Both apathes and amiges present little difficulty as they also
refer to the Passive Intellect and a fortiori to the Activity. The
fourth attribute is reserved by Aristotle to the Poietikon . The
words “te ousia on energeia” expresses its unique status.'*
The essence of the Activity is the actuality of thought. Still,
the Poietikon does not seem to be identified with God. It is
hardly possible after the Metaphysics description of God as
Unmoved Mover whose causal activity is one of attraction as
end, ensconced within its hedonistic circle of contemplation,®

10 De Anima, 430al5-17.

11 Refer to E. E. Spicer, Aristotle’s Conception of the Soul (London: University
of London Press, 1934), p. 104.

12 De Anima, 480218-19.

13 Ibid., 408b19.

14 Francois Nuyens, L’'Evolution de la Psychologie d’Aristote (Paris: Vrin,
1948), p. 303.

15 Metaphysics, Book XII, esp. chapters 7 and 9.
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that Aristotle would have the deity spoonfeeding individual
men with intelligibles.

The unceasing activity of the Poietikon seems to demand
that it not be limited to the role of a mere epistemological prin-
ciple. Aristotle suggests this when he indicates that the Ac-
tivity appears as it is only when liberated from its present con-
dition. This alone is immortal, eternal, and impassible. With-
out it, no one thinks!® The terms athanaton and aydion are
the only predicates aside from unceasing activity which are
expressly attributed to the Poietikon alone. According to
Bonitz, Aristotle uses the first term only five times—mainly in
the Politics—while aydion is a much used expression meaning
to possess without interruption.” In the Metaphysics, Aris-
totle speaks of “eternal things ”, indicating that those things
which are capable of not existing are not eternal.’® It follows
that “eternal ” has a specific meaning for Aristotle, signifying
that which has always existed and will always exist, which is to
say, that which is necessary.

Additional texts are not really helpful in solving the prob-
lem at hand. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle speaks of nous as a
form which survives death.'®* But is he referring to the Poieti-
kon? Perhaps so, but the point can hardly be demonstrated.
Perhaps the most relevant text found outside the De Anima is
from De Generatione Animalium. After a discussion of the de-
velopment of the human foetus, Aristotle goes on to make the
point that ‘ principles ’ the activity of which is physical cannot
be present without a physical body: there can be no walking
without feet, and so on. The only exception is nous which
enters as an additional factor from the outside. It alone is di-
vine because physical activity has nothing whatever to do with
its activity.? Here the Poietikon is probably meant as the

16 De Anima, 430a22-25.

17 Bonitz Indewx, 14b11-15, cited in Nuyens, op. cit., p. 807.
18 Metaphysics, 1088b23-24.

19 Ibid., 1070a26ff.

20 D¢ Generatione Animalium, 736b27-28.
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Passive Intellect could not be considered by Aristotle as an ad-
ditional factor from the outside. The preceding is, in brief,
the ground of the convoluted speculations which generated the
different versions of the Active Intellect which reached Mai-
monides and St. Thomas. At least in Maimonides’s case, it is
a fairly safe generalization to note that, at a relatively early
date, Aristotle’s notion of the Poietikon was conflated with
Neo-Platonic theories of emanation. His 47 or 55 separate in-
telligences were, in the majority of cases, whittled down to 10,
with the last separate intelligence identified with the Active
Intellect. As Isaac Husik indicated some years ago, in this
way the “ Active Intellect was thus placed among the . . . in-
telligences whose function it is to control the motions of the
sublunar world and in particular to develop the human fa-

» 21

culty of reason ”.

Maimonides

Maimonides’s thought as presented in the Guide of the Per-
plexed has its own peculiar difficulties. As Leo Strauss suggests,
the Guide is not merely a key to the forest—as Maimonides
himself indicates—but is itself an enchanted and hence enchant-
ing forest (the work itself is at best elusive, at worst schizoid,
containing both a public and a secret teaching). As it is not
primarily a philosophical book but a Jewish book,* one can
reasonably ask: what kind of Jew wrote this Jewish book? This
leads us to the theme under consideration as the question as
to whom the secret teaching is addressed will be seen to be
closely linked to the question of the Active Intellect.

The contrast between the Aristotelian source of Maimonides’s
speculation and Jewish belief has been noted repeatedly. Husik
suggests that he is apparently unaware of the ‘ yawning gulf’

21 Isaac Husik, A History of Mediaeval Jewish Philosophy (New York: Athe-
neum, 1973), pp. xlvii ff.

22 “How to Study the Guide of the Perplewed” in Moses Maimonides, The
Guide of the Perplexed, trans. and notes by Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1964), pp. xiii-xiv; xv ff.
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between Aristotelianism and Judaism.”*® Guttmann, more
eirenic in approach, indicates that Maimonides throws the op-
position between the two into bold relief in order to overcome
it by means of a ‘ genuine synthesis ’.** Because of this, Mai-
monides’s main concern was to demonstrate the identity be-
tween philosophy and religion, that is to say, that philosophy
is the sole means for the appropriation of the content of
revelation.”

There is obviously more than a whiff of the suspect in this
formulation when viewed from the perspective of the observant
Jew. This is compounded by a system of thought in which de-
grees of philosophic knowledge are equated with those of relig-
ious certitude while religious inwardness is made to depend on
the deepening of understanding.?® One fears that the suggested
‘ genuine synthesis’ may prove to be merely a facade for a
drastic turnabout in which religion is reduced to the role of
prat-boy to philosophical speculation. The point could be
made that this was reflected in the violent reaction against
Maimonides within Judaism, including accusations of abandon-
ing belief in Messianic redemption and corporeal resurrection
while replacing them with the pagan notion of individual im-
mortality.” In addition, the Rabbis of northern France con-
demned him unanimously at an early date although it was left
to Hasdai Crescas, some time later, to launch a fullscale attack
against Maimonides’s Aristotelianism. But, in this respect, we
should recall the suspicions which gathered around St. Thomas
and which reached their apogee, after his death, in the Paris
and Oxford condemnations.

28 Husik, op. cit., p. 300. He indicates that “the very passage from Jeremiah
which he quotes as summing up his idea of the summum bonum speaks out against
him and he only succeeds in manipulating it in his favor by misinterpreting the
word ‘ wise *”,

24 Julius Guttmann, Philosophies of Judaism (New York: Schocken Books,
1976), p. 172.

25 Ibid., p. 175.

26 Quide, 111, 51.

27 Guttmann, op. cit., pp. 208-210.
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Maimonides was certainly an Aristotelian, of that somewhat
bizarre genre, hybrid of Aristotle and Neo-Platonism, which
was current in Islamic Spain at the time. This is not to say
that he did not part company with Aristotle. He certainly did
on the important issues of creation, providence, miracles, and
the unique status of Moses and Torah. Nevertheless, Mai-
monides belonged to those who in Islam were called philoso-
phers, in opposition to the mutikallimun, those exponents of
Kalam described by Wolfson as “a particular system of
thought which arose in Islam prior to philosophy ”.?®* More-
over, he made a valiant attempt to prove that the equivalent
of Greek philosophy once existed in Judaism.* In addition, he
restricts full participation in religious matters to a small elite:
the deepest meaning of Scripture should never be revealed to
the masses.’® Perhaps even more weighty is his apportionment
of immortality—itself primarily a Greek notion—to philoso-
phers. The Jewish masses can only qualify by means of pro-
fessing the thirteen articles given in his Commentary on the
Mishna.

It is important to realize that this amalgam of the religious
and the philosophical was scarcely novel in medieval Jewish
thought. Prior to Maimonides, Pseudo-Bahya identified the
Active Intellect with the Shekinah—the presence of God—and
with Kabod, wisdom.** More to the point, the ‘ philosopher’
in Halevi’s Kuzari, representing a viewpoint at variance with
that of the author, considers that union with the Active Intel-
lect to be man’s highest goal. Through it, he becomes like one
of the angels.®? Tbn Daud and Ibn Ezra also reflect, to varying
degrees, the philosophical view of the matter which will be
taken up, with some modifications, by Maimonides.

28 Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1976), pp. 2 ff.

29 Guide, I, 71, 121; 11, 9, 28.

30 Ibid., Intro., I, 2b-12a.

31 Husik, op. cit., pp. 109 fl.

32 Kuzari, I, 1.
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Fackenheim has praised Maimonides’s philosophical investi-
gation of prophecy in the Guide as a noteworthy attempt at
mediating “ the sharp dualism between the ‘natural > endow-
ments of reason and the supernatural gift of revelation ”.*®
Maimonides presents three views on prophecy; that of the
multitude, the philosophers, and the Law. The first believe
that divine initiative is paramount, that God “ chooses whom
he wishes among men, turns him into a prophet, and sends him
with a mission ”.* The philosophers, for their part, consider
prophecy is a ‘ certain perfection ’ in the nature of man. There-
fore, it is not possible for an ‘ ignoramus ’ to become a prophet.*
Quite the contrary. It is that individual, superior in moral and
rational qualities, who will become one. The view of the Law
is the same as the preceding except for one point—God is able
to exercise a sort of veto. But this veto, of which Baruch is an
example, does not in any way dispense from the requisite specu-
lative preparation. Maimonides cites the Talmud in favor of
this opinion: “Prophecy only rests upon a wise, strong, and rich
man 7%

It is clearly a fundamental belief of Maimonides that educa-
tion generates “ the possibility to which the power of God be-
comes attached ”.*” The ignorant lack this possibility. As well
turn a frog into a prophet! In a decidedly Neo-Platonic man-
ner, prophecy is viewed as the result of an ‘ overflow ’ emanating
from God through the mediation of the Active Intellect. It first
affects the intellect and then passes on to the imagination. Once
the requisite intellectual and moral disposition is attained then
“all his desire will be directed to acquiring the science of the
secrets of what exists and knowledge of its causes ”, finally ar-

33 Emil L. Fackenheim, Encounters Between Judaism and Modern Phiosophy
(New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 81.

34 Quide, 11, 32, 73a-73b.

35 Ibid., 73b fI.

86 Ibid., 74a. Maimonides cites B. T. Shabbath, 92a; B. T. Nedarim, 38a, and
refers to his arguments presented in the Mishneh Torah, ‘ Yesodei ha-Torah, vii
et al.

37 Ibid., 74h,
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riving at “ the knowledge of the deity and in reflection on his
works ”.*® This is obviously very much in line with the pro-
gram of First Philosophy as presented by Aristotle in the
Metaphysics®® But it is not the philosopher but rather the
prophet who represents the highest degree of man, the ultimate
term of human perfection.*

The ‘ divine overflow’ is received in different degrees. It is
precisely these degrees which constitute the hierarchy of
human excellence.** The prophet is superior to the scientist’
and the legislator, because in the first the ‘ overflow ’ extends to
both intellect and imagination, while in the latter it is restricted
to either the intellect or the imagination. The analogy of the
Palace in the Guide illustrates these distinctions superbly. The
observant masses are admitted to the Throne Room reluctantly,
“ignoramuses who observe the commandments ”’.** Not sur-
prisingly, Moses is accorded a truly unique status * in spite of
the fact that salvation (under the guise of immortality) is ob-
tained by intellectual merits. The exception made for believers
with regard to the thirteen articles is not really in tandem with
the sense of his argument. Maimonides’s intellectualistic slant
is further evidenced by his transmogrification of Abraham into
a philosopher-teacher who teaches by means of “ speculative
proofs . . . that the world has but one deity ”.**

The Active Intellect is then the direct source of prophecy and
intellectual perfection and is—following Aristotle—in constant
activity. It flows from level to level, individual to individual,
until it can go no further, reaching an individual beyond whom
it cannot go, ‘ merely ’ rendering him perfect.*® Strictly speak-
ing, the ‘ overflow ’ is directed primarily to the rational faculty,

38 Ibid., 80a.

39 Metaphysics, Bk. 1, chap. 2, 982a4—0832a22.

40 Quide, II, 36, '78a-78b.

4 Ibid., 11, 37, 8la ff.

42 Ibid., I11, 51, 124a.

43 Ibid., I1, 83, 76a. Cf. 11, 85, 77a; 77b; 78a; II, 36, 80b; II, 38, 84a et al.
44 Ibid,, 11, 39, 84b fI.

45 Ibid., 11, 37, 82a.
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causing it to pass from potentiality to actuality. Although it
then may pass on to the imagination, only a man who has first
achieved intellectual perfection can be a prophet.*

The primacy of the intellect is related to the principal task
of man, to separate the noble form he possesses (as image of
God) from ‘earthly’, ‘ turbid’, and  dark * matter.* Maimo-
nides indicates that the very commandments of Torah are in-
tended to ‘silence’ the disordered and anarchical impulses of
matter. This leads to a somewhat novel asceticism, Neo-Pla-
tonic in texture, which is grounded on the Nichomachean
Ethics,*® and goes hand in hand with an intellectualism which
proposes that the end of man qua man is the contemplation of
the intelligibles, the apprehension, so far as is possible, of God,
the angels, and His other works.* Although this turn to God is
of greatest importance, it nevertheless takes place in an emi-
nently intellectualistic manner. The contemplation of the
prophet is primarily speculative.®

Aristotle cannot be faulted with the posthumous accretions
to his theory of the Poietikon. The theory which reached Mai-
monides was the end result of a lengthy process of sedimenta-
tion which begins before Alexander, passes through Themistius,
and, as previously indicated, is then subject to the modifications
if not depredations of the early medieval Islamic and Jewish
philosophers. He appears to have combined the Active Intellect
thesis with other texts from Aristotle, notably from the Nicho-
machaean Ethics, those which stress the paramount importance
of the life of mind.”* Small wonder that although Aristotle was,
in the eyes of Maimonides, outshone by Moses, he is described
superlatively as “the root and foundation of all works on the

46 Ibid., 11, 88, 83b-84a.

47 Ibid., 111, 8, 12b.

48 Ibid, 11, 40, 872-87h. Cf. IL, 36; III, 8, 49. Aristotle’s text is Nich. Ethics,
1118b2 ff. It provides Maimonides with the point of departure for a rational
justification for his contempt of the sense of touch and all which is derived from it.

49 Ibid., 111, 8, 13a.

50 Ibid., III, 51, 124b.

51 Refer to Nich. Ethics, 1177b30ff; 1179a28 fi.
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sciences ”.** A good case can be made, in line with our prior
observations, that it was in great part through the theory of the
~ Active Intellect that Aristotelian naturalism and rationalism
gained a privileged status within certain enclaves of medieval
Jewish thought.

This trend was continued by a younger contemporary of
Maimonides, Ibn Aknin, who taught that metaphysics provides.
the key to the understanding of the Torah, which is itself con-
sidered as comprising the whole of philosophic truth.”®* Perhaps
it is anticlimactic to note that R. Abraham, Maimonides’s only
son, describes prophecy in terms of a divine illumination which
bestows the gift of divine wisdom.** He fails to mention the Ac-
tive Intellect or the necessity of an intellectual propaedeutic
the prophetic life. Is it permissible to suggest that in R. Abra-
ham we encounter a belated effort to return to tradition and
confront the intellectualistic secularization of Judaism which
had found a champion in Maimonides and its speculative point
of departure in the theory of the Active Intellect?

In spite of the influence which Aristotle’s De Anima exercised
on Maimonides, both direct and indirect, in the Middle Ages
the commentaries of Averroes and St. Thomas are considered
to be the most influential if not the most perspicacious. They
stand at the head of commentators and paraphrasts which in-
clude Albert as well as lesser lights such as John of Jandun and
Francis of Mayronne.”® Later, the Renaissance, hardly Aristo-
telian in temper, brought about a revival of studies in the
*School’ of Padua, in the works of Zarabella and Pacius. The
interest in De Anima increased in the Nineteenth Century with
Trendelenberg, Brandis, and Franz Brentano addressing them-
selves to the text. This work was taken up with renewed en-
thusiasm in the past half-century or so, the best work probably

52 Cited by S. Pines in his introduction to the Guide, P. lvx.

53 Refer to Guttmann, op. cif., pp. 214fL

54 Ibid., p. 220 f.

55 Refer to Aristotle Texts and Commentaries to 1700, ed. by Lymon W. Riley
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1961).
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done at Louvain under the influence of Msgr. Auguste Man-
sion.”® As was to be expected, many of these studies were writ-
ten under Thomistic auspices and provide us with welcome
material in the task of evaluating St. Thomas’s interpretation
of the Active Intellect.

St. Thomas

St. Thomas’ version has become so familiar to the student of
philosophy that other interpretations tend to jar the ear, not
to say the mind. Perhaps its very familiarity has tended to ob-
scure important nuances and implications. Briefly put, there
are two elements within the individual soul, Passive Intel-
lect and the Active Intellect.”” Later, Brentano will follow St.
Thomas in his endeavour to refute the error of those who con-
sider the Nous Poietikos to be a foreign intelligence (fremden
Geist) , detached from the operations of the individual mind.*®
Insofar as the light-metaphor of De Anima 480al7 is concerned,
St. Thomas compares the function of the Active Intellect to
that of light which, in good Aristotelian fashion, is to actualize
a transparent medium so that color may be seen.”® This is to
say, it brings color from potency to act. The Active Intellect
actualizes the intelligible notions, abstracting them from mat-
ter, thus bringing them from potential to actual intelligibility.

As three of the four ¢ qualities ’ of the Active Intellect also
belong to the Passive Intellect, they do not present any notable
difficulty. But the fourth-—being essentially in act—is con-
sidered to be proper to the Active Intellect and assuredly pre-
sents a definite challenge. If this actuality is that of thought,
which it definitely appears to be, and, in addition, it is accepted

56 Some of the most interesting of these works have been cited previously;
Barbotin, op. cit; Nuyens, op. cit;; To these the following should be added: Mar-
cel de Corte, Le Commentaire de Juan Philipon sur le Troisiéme Livre du Traité de
Péme d’Aristote (Paris: Droz, 1934) and Joseph Moreau, Aristote et som Ecole
(Paris: P.UF., 1962).

57 Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima, Q. V.

58 Cited by Nuyens, op. cit., p. 299, note 118.

5¢ In de Anima, No. 730.
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that human beings do not think at all times, is it possible to
view the Active Intellect as no more than a mere faculty of the
human soul? St. Thomas certainly believed this was the case.
Human nature would be deficient if it lacked any function re-
quired for the natural activity of understanding.®® In his com-
mentary on the Metaphysics, he inveighs strongly against those
who would ‘ degrade ’ the intellective soul in this way, arguing
that Aristotle himself had rejected the view that either Passive
or Active Intellect is imperishable and a separate substance.®
If the Active Intellect included the forms of intelligible objects,
knowledge would not take place as it in fact does, with the
Passive Intellect depending upon phantasms. It would be
actualized by the Active Intellect alone and the relation of the
latter to intelligibles would not be, as Aristotle indicated, of
the maker to something made, but actually would be identical
to them.®

Insofar as Aristotle’s statement that the Poietikon, when
‘freed ’ from its present conditions, presents itself as it is and
this alone is immortal and eternal, St. Thomas interprets the
passage as referring to the soul after death.®® Instead of en-
tertaining the possibility of the existence of a common intellect
for all men, St. Thomas ingeniously transforms it into a pos-
sible point of departure for the demonstration of the immortal-
ity of the soul. Although it does not seem very likely that
Aristotle himself had such a solution in mind—the soul, after
all, is a natural form—it could be argued that this interpreta-
tion can be buttressed by texts such as De Anima 430a20 in
which the term intellect-in-act appears, designating the com-
bined activities of both intellects, with regard to the act of
knowing.®* Nonetheless, as the text stands, it seems to imply
that the action which the Poietikon exercises on human thought

80 Ibid., No. 734.

61 In Met., No. 2453.

62 In de Anima, No. 739.
63 Ibid., Nos. 742; 745.

€4 Q.D. de Anima, loc. cit.
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is not essential to it, that only considered in itself and in isola-
tion from its function in human cognition is it immortal.

But St. Thomas had other, weightier reasons to combat in-
terpretations of the latter sort, of which the Averroistic was
most current. As a Christian theologian he was aware of the
pernicious influence which these theories were having, and could
have, in the future within Christendom. He states this quite
clearly in his Quaestiones Disputatae De Anima:

We must also consider that, if the Active Intellect is held to exist
as a separate substance along with God, a consequence repugnant
to our faith will follow: namely, that our ultimate perfection and
happiness consists not in a certain union of our soul with God . . .
but with some other separate substance.®

He violently attacked incipient Christian Averroism in his De
unitate intellectus contra averroistas, written in 1270. As
Father Maurer indicates:

St. Thomas abandons his customary impersonal tone and shows his
irritation at those who claim that reason necessarily arrives at the
oneness of intellect of all men, yet who hold the opposite by faith.
To him, this is an evident contradiction because the necessary con-
clusions of reason must be true, and they cannot oppose the truths
of faith.c¢

Prior speculation on the theme must have influenced St.
Thomas’s approach and fueled his sense of urgency. Roger
Bacon had identified the Active Intellect of the Islamic philos-
ophers with the Verbum, and Albert, St. Thomas’s own master,
seems to have espoused the notion of illumination—that old
Augustinian standby—by means of the Universal Active In-
tellect. St. Bonaventure reacted to the danger at hand by set-
ting Christ Himself up as the “ medium omnium scientiarum ,
in effect, putting the Active Intellect in checkmate.®” Varia-

65 Idem.

66 Armand A. Maurer, Medieval Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1962),
p. 204.

67 Refer to Paul Vignaux, Philosophy in the Middle Ages: An Introduction trans.
E. C. Hall (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1962), pp. 99-104. .
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tions on the theme were plentiful. As Vignaux has noted, “in
the thirteenth century, the active intellect and the possible in-
tellect were the symbols of common data, but each thinker
elaborated his concepts in his own way ”.*®

St. Thomas, in transforming the Active Intellect into an in-
ternal epistemological principle, incorporates it as a function of
the soul, a far cry from the dator formarum of the Islamic
philosophers, establishing a barrier against the bizarre marriage
between Aristotelianism (larded as it was with Neo-Platonism)
and the Gospel of St. John which was gaining currency within
Christian thought.® But this did not suffice. His world of na-
tures which seem to operate autonomously, will eventually lead
to the accusation that Aristotle had been allowed entry, so to
speak, through the back door. If the temptation of Christian
Platonism has been to reduce the world into a tenuous veil
between God and man, that of Christian Aristotelianism has
been to center attention on the world for its own sake, down-
playing if not ignoring its rootedness in God. Though St.
Thomas could not be accused of holding this view——a good
reading of the theory of esse?® would disabuse anyone of this
misconception—he seemed to be perilously close to it (when
viewed from the perspective of traditional theology) .

We must insist that St. Thomas’s rejection of the Islamic
reading of the Active Intellect was definitive. In the Summa
Theologiae, a late work, he refers once again to the Aristotelian
metaphor of light, stressing that light is not the same in the
different objects which are illuminated. Likewise, the Active
Intellect is different for different men, * non est idem intellectus
agens in diversis hominibus ™ It is no more than the act of
the intelligibles abstracted from the phantasms, and is a func-

8 Ibid., p. 104.

69 Ibid., pp. 117-119.

70 Refer to F. D. Wilhelmsen, “ Existence and Esse”, The New Scholasticism,
Vol. L, 1, Winter, 1976. Additional bibliography in my “ Maimonides and St.
Thomas ” loc. cit.

71 Summa Theol. 1, 79, 5. Cf. Sent. 2d17 q. 2 ad 1; De Spirit. creat. q. 10; Q.D.
de Anima, Art 5; Compend. Theol, c. 86.
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tion of the soul, as is the Passive Intellect.” It is noteworthy
that St. Thomas was very much aware of the Aristotelian source
of the error which he combats, citing books translated from the
Arabic which equate angels and intelligences.” Still, his own
argument is buttressed by a principle taken from Aristotle’s
Physics (195b26) : it is impossible for the souls of animals of
one species to be in animals of a different species. It is equally
impossible for the anima intellectiva to be the same in beings
which are numerically distinct. And, in any event, the argu-
ment would hold whether the point of departure be Platonic
or Aristotelian. From the first perspective, if the intellect were
one for all men, the difference between two men, say Socrates
and Plato, would be no different than a change of clothes. From
the second, as form is the principle of being—forma est essend:
principium~—it is as impossible for different things to have the
same form, as to have the same being.™

This interpretation of the Active Intellect will lead to a view
of prophecy substantially different from that of Maimonides.
Although for St. Thomas, prophecy * primo et principaliter con-
sistit in cognitione ”, this ‘ knowledge > transcends the purely
natural order.”® It is not a habit, a permanent disposition, but
something like a ° transient impression’ which requires a light
superior to that of natural reason. While in the natural order
it is by means of the Active Intellect that the first principles
of reason are known, in prophetic knowledge the human intel-
lect receives illumination from the Divine Light. In fact, a
thing more properly belongs to prophecy—which includes the
revelation of future contingents—the more it transcends the
domain of natural knowledge.” This proposition is repeated
several times in the course of the three dense questions cover-
ing prophecy in the Summa.”

"21bid. 1, 79, 4 ad5; 87, 4 ad 1; 88, 1 ef al.
"8 Ibid., 1, 79, 10.

¢ Ibid., 1, 76, 2.

75 Ibid., 2-2, 171, 1.

76 Ibid., 2-2, 171, 2:83.

77 Ibid., 22, 171, 4; 178, 4, et dl.
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As prophecy is not included within natural phenomena, it
can be experienced only through divine revelation. Although
- it is a perfection of the intellect, it does not require an intel-
lectual propaedeutic. As God is universal cause in act, He does
not require a material disposition but can produce together
with prophecy the disposition adequate to it in the natural
order.”® The virtus divina is the sole cause of prophecy. The
Holy Spirit in this way takes over the function enjoyed by the
Active Intellect in Maimonides’s interpretation. Nevertheless,
prophets are only °imperfect instruments’ in spite of the
superiority of their mode of cognition over natural philosophical
knowledge.

There are obvious resemblances between Maimonides and
St. Thomas. In both, the intellectual prophetic ° vision’ is
superior to imaginary vision. In both, prophecy is related to
politics, although this is given far less importance in St.
Thomas. Both uphold the unique prophetic status of Moses.”
But the emphasis is manifestly different. In St. Thomas’s view,
intellectual and imaginary vision together are superior to the
intellectual taken alone only in the case of a supernatural truth
revealed by means of corporeal images. I would take this to
mean only in those cases when prophecy exercises a pragmatic,
most probably a legislative, function.®* Moreover, St. Thomas
hardly views prophecy as the principal source of civil legislation.
It is ordered to the utility of the Church with regard to religious
praxis.®* Again, although ““ Moyses fuit omnibus maior”, his
prophecy is still subordinate to that of the New Testament.®

It would seem that in safeguarding the privileged status of
the supernatural through his domestication of the Active In-
tellect, St. Thomas would have been exempted from accusa-
tions similar to those which plagued Maimonides. But we have

78 Ibid., 2-2, 172, 8.

70 Ibid., 2-2, 174, 2; 171, 4; 174, 4; 174, 6, 175, 8 et al.
80 Ibid., 2-2, 174, 2.

81 Ibid., 2-2, 172, 4; 2-2 172, 1.

82 Ibid., 22, 174, 4; 174, 6.
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noted that this was hardly the case. The traditional theologians
reacted energetically against Aristotelian naturalism and ra-
tionalism and though the brunt of the onslaught was directed
against Siger of Brabant and Latin Averroism, moderate
Aristotelians such as St. Thomas were not spared. The con-
demnations of 1277 led to the composition of Correctoria modi-
fying the works of St. Thomas. And though the rehabilitation
of his thought began as early as 1325 when the Bishop of Paris
lifted the censure against those propositions of his which had
been condemned, the harm was already done, and from this
point on, we encounter the progressive separation of faith and
reason which characterizes modernity.

If St. Thomas did in fact achieve the “ finest balance ” be-
tween Christian faith and Aristotelianism as Thomists such as
Father Maurer indicate,*® this would have been difficult to ap-
preciate from the other side of the theological fence. If we
take St. Bonaventure as an example, we find that the major
errors of the day are viewed as proceeding from the denial of
the Augustinian theory of Ideas. This denial leads to ignoring
three truths: the eternal art (veritas artis aeternae), divine
providence, and the fall of the angels (ruinae angelicae) . Worse
still, this triple ignorance leads to a triple blindness manifested
in the affirmation of the eternity of the world, the unity of the
intellect, and the denial of personal immortality.®* It is note-
worthy that while Bonaventure faults Aristotle directly for the
first and third, the unity of the intellect is characterized as the
‘ sense ’ of Aristotle as conveyed by Averroes.®® One can surmise
that from this perspective St. Thomas’s position could easily be
misinterpreted as an unsatisfactory halfway house with the
primary defensive position—the theory of Ideas—already sur-
rendered to the enemy. ]

However, it was not the De Anima—nor even the Physics
and Metaphysics—which first inspired suspicion, but rather

83 Maurer, op. cit., p. 206.
84 Collationes in Hexaemeron, VII, 1.

85 Ibid., VII, 2.
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versions of the Ethics in which the pagan and Christian con-
ceptions of happiness are placed in clear opposition. Van Steen-
" berghen indicates that it acts as “ the starting point of those
naturalistic and rationalistic tendencies which will be con-
demned in 1277 ”.** Nonetheless, the De Anima exercised a
notable influence of its own. Peter of Spain, who as Pope John
XXIT initiated the inquiry which resulted in the 1277 condemna-
tions, was the author of a De Anima, considered to be the
earliest systematic exposition of Aristotle’s psychology . More
to the point is Albert’s composition of his De unitate intellectus
contra Averroem, by the express command of Pope Alexander
V. From this point there is only a step to the extravagances of
Siger of Brabant, whose only known work prior to 1270 is his
Quaestiones in Tertium de Anima, to which St. Thomas may
have dedicated his strong riposte. In any event, the 1277 con-
demnations proved to be ineffective. By 1366, the legates of
Pope Urban V make the knowledge of the complete works of
Aristotle compulsory for candidates for the licentiate in Arts.*®

Conclusion

Maimonides and St. Thomas both made a courageous at-
tempt to assimilate Aristotle’s thought within the boundaries
of their respective religions, curbed by the exigencies of Torah
and Christian belief. It was assuredly a monumental task, as
well as one demanded by the age. Yet there is little doubt that
their efforts were not completely successful, that in spite of
them alien beliefs and attitudes of thought became incorporated
into medieval Jewish and Christian speculation. More import-
ant still, their own thought was hardly immune to the attrac-
tions of Aristotelianism and carried it, perhaps unwillingly and
certainly in differing degrees, into the consciousness of later
generations who were less able to cope with the difficulties en-
tailed. In Maimonides’s and St. Thomas’s treatment of the Ac-

86 Fernand Van Steenberghen, Aristotle in the West: The Origin of Latin Aris-
totelianism (Louvain: E. Nauwelaerts, 1955), p. 99.

87 Ibid. p. 107.

88 Ibid., p. 111; 165.
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tive Intellect we have encountered and discussed one of the
principal themes involved in Aristotle’s contact with the reli-
gions of the Book.

If Maimonides seems to have subordinated religious practice
to philosophy, we should recall that his chief adversaries were
those who advocated an anthropomorphie, indeed physical, con-
ception of God, and against these Aristotle—even the Active
Intellect theory as elaborated by the Islamic philosophers—
would be welcomed as an ally. Rabbi Abraham ben David
of Posquieres, who violently attacked the Mishneh Torah be-
cause Maimonides considered heretical those who affirm that
although God is one He is a body and possesses a figure, was
not an isolated case. The hostility which Maimonides pro-
voked from other quarters has previously been mentioned.
Nevertheless, the rationalistic strain was very much in evidence
in Spanish Jewish speculation until the 1492 expulsion made the
question moot.

The tragic history of the Jewish people in the succeeding
centuries effectively isolated speculative enthusiasm, at least
insofar as philosophy was concerned. In most cases, the ghetto
served as the harsh disciplinarian of incipient intellectualism.
Yet once conditions changed and Emancipation was viewed as
a real possibility, Moses Mendelssohn and other maskilim ap-
propriated the values of the Enlightenment enthusiastically.
An illuminating contrast is found in the antithetical pronounce-
ments given by the Israelite Temple Association of Hamburg
(founded 1817) and the city’s Rabbinical Court. The first
categorically declares that “ science has decided that the Tal-
mud has no authority dogmatically or practically , while the
Rabbinical Court inveighs against those who are “ instituting
practices which are not in keeping with the Law of Moses and
Tsrael ”.*° And this is no more than an illustration of a funda-
mental cleavage in Judaism, today reflected in many permuta-
tions.

89 Wolfson, op. cit. p. 108. :
20 Refer to texts in Section IV of The Jews in the Modern World, ed. by Mendes-
Flohr and Reinberg (New York: O.U.P., 1980), pp. 140-181.
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With regard to medieval Christendom, the rationalism and
naturalism engendered by Aristotelianism continued until well
~ after the Renaissance and the mathematization of nature had
in fact reduced it to the status of an academic fossil. It played
no small part in the collapse of the medieval Christian order.
However, Aristotle and the Latin Averroists were scarcely the
béte noir of Christianity. There were other, more pernicious
influences at work, those stemming from Neo-Platonism and
Gnosticism among the first. But these usually floated to the
surface as spiritual perversions, part of a domain in which the
Church was amply capable of defending itself. The pretensions
of the ‘ purist * Aristotelians were more humble, their mode of
attack more circuitous, that of establishing an enclave of
thought which was theology-free. In the strengthening and ex-
tending of this enclave we find the adumbration of the Modern
World.

If the history of ideas and beliefs (as Wolfson believed) is
often a history of imitation by contagion, both Maimonides
and St. Thomas appear to have succumbed to the Aristotelian
virus. But, as has been established, this belief must be sub-
stantially modified. Both men attempted to incorporate Aris-
totle’s thought as far as possible, while combating those ele-
ments which they considered pernicious to religious belief. This
is nowhere more evident in the case of St. Thomas than in his
treatment of the Active Intellect. If his Aristotle interpreta-
tion is at times puzzling, his commitment to truth and the
Christian faith is not. The Islamic theories of the Active In-
tellect presented a direct threat to Christian belief and St.
Thomas’s exertions helped to prevent the mischief which
further dissemination could have caused. It is somehow ironic
that his quondam disciple, Meister Eckhart, seems to have pro-
jected St. Thomas’s theory of esse within the domain of Aris-
totle’s Mind-thinking-Ttself, coming up with a theory remark-
ably like the suspect versions of the Active Intellect.”

91 Although the author would hardly agree with this assessment, refer to C. F.
Kelley, Meister Eckhart on Divine Knowledge (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1977).
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Maimonides certainly seems to have weakened at this point
but, as has been indicated, this was not the Achilles heel of
Judaism at the time. Nevertheless, the theory of the Active
Intellect remained an ever present reminder of the presence of
Aristotelianism in Jewish thought. Indeed, the rationalistic
strain within Judaism has, perhaps all too often, been consid-
ered as consubstantial to it. One may wonder if it comprises
part of Maimonides’s legacy.

Maimonides’s and St. Thomas’s thought are still operative in
Judaism and Christianity in spite of the passage of time and
the depredations of friend and foe alike. While attaining the
status of classics they have not lost the power of inspiration.
Today, reason and revealed religion continue their ambivalent
flirtation, albeit in a lesser sphere. That this flirtation is still a
moderately important though perhaps tangential cultural
phenomenon within a progressively secularized contemporary
world provides sufficient justification for the present study.

RogerT A. HERRERA
Seton Hall University
South Orange, N. J.



MUTUAL NEED AND FRUSTRATION:

HEGEL’S CONCEPTION OF RELIGION AND
PHILOSOPHY IN THE MODERN ERA

[

EGEL’S CONCEPTION OF PHILOSOPHY is often
looked upon as an important, if not always welcome,
catalyst of philosophy’s modern development. De-

pending upon one’s own philosophical predilections, Hegel’s
philosophy retarded or advanced philosophical reflection but
always in the course of being rejected itself.* For some the pre-
tentious compass and rigidity of an encyclopedic system present
the greatest difficulties. For others the arguments for the in-
tegrity of a spirituality over nature, history, and/or society are
particularly unconvincing, resembling thinly-veiled apologetics
if they deserve to be called arguments at all.

Whatever their particular misgivings with Hegel’s philos-
ophy, however, a majority of modern thinkers uniformly repu-
diate one thesis of Hegel’s philosophy in particular, viz., the
thesis that religious faith and the metaphysics of a philosophi-
cal system are mutually accountable. According to this thesis,
philosophy and religion in their own respective ways need and
explain one another. Rejecting this view, positivists place reli-
gious faith outside the domain of meaningful discourse while
some language analysts, eschewing positivist systems, locate

1 Thus in Habermas’s attempt to chart the development of the modern positivist
mentality, rejection of Hegel’s philosophy forms the starting point of that move-
ment. See J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, translated by J. Shapiro
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), Chapter One. For a similar claim see R. Bubner,
Modern German Philosophy, translated by FEric Matthews (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1981), p. 3. Despite their great diversity the modern
traditions spawned by Russell and Moore, Reichenbach and Dewey, and Kierke-
gaard and Marx share a common repugnance for the speculative sweep of Hegel’s
philosophical sciences.
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religious faith in the indeterminate gamut of language-games.
Marxists (and Freudians) consider religious faith an ideologi-
cal sedative and even religious existentialists insist that reli-
gious faith is a matter of choice, a leap that is only hindered
by the weight of a metaphysical system.

In the following paper it is not my purpose to explain why
these various strands of the modern mentality reject Hegel’s
view of the relation of philosophy and religion. However, an
insight into the character of modern philosophical culture can
perhaps be gleaned from a clear perception of what it universal-
ly rejects. Indeed, Hegel argues his thesis systematically and
historically and both focuses provide important clues, not only
to the contemporary rejection of that mutual accountability,
but also to the contemporary state of philosophy itself.

Feuerbach and Marx are often credited with fashioning a
religious model of ideology and then applying that model to
philosophies (including Hegel’s) . Yet it is Hegel who puts such
a model to devastating use in his assessment of philosophies
which do not fulfill religion’s need for philosophy but simply
replicate religion in secular fashion. Hegel’s historical argu-
ment for the mutual accountability of religion and philosophy
is based on a critical account of a religious model of cognition
within modern philosophy from the time of Descartes.?

2 Curiously this theme, which is interwoven in Hegel’s views on religion, philos-
ophy, and history, is largely overlooked by scholars. Some have duly recognized
the role of the Lutheran Reformation in Hegel’s own thinking. See Karl Lowith,
From Hegel to Nietasche, translated by David E. Green (Garden City, New York:
Anchor, 1967), pp. 82-33. Identifying the spirit of Hegel and XKierkegaard,
Stephen Crites rightly emphasizes the self-conscious dependence of Hegel’s own
philosophical perspective on his “Lutheranism,” viewed as “the modern Protes-
tant culture in which as he [Hegell sees it, the Christian religion and the secular
order have so permeated one another as to be indistinguishable.” See Stephen
Crites, In the Twilight of Christendom: Hegel v. Kierkegaard on Faith and His-
tory (Chalmersburg, Pennsylvania: American Academy of Religion, 1972), p. 51.
In this regard Crites echoes a theme, not only of Lowith, but also of Fackenheim:
“For if for Hegel the truth of Spirit is already disclosed in life the disclosure is
found—or found decisively—in religious life, reaching its fullness in modern
Protestant Christianity.” See Emil Fackenheim, The Religious Dimension in
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The first part of this paper presents Hegel’s systematic ac-
count of the different ways in which philosophy and religion
respectively need each other. In the second part of the paper
the focus shifts to Hegel’s account of modern philosophy’s reli-
glous presupposition, the Reformation, and its reverberations
in the Cartesian legacy of modern philosophy. At this stage a
central thesis begins to take place. Modern philosophy pro-
gresses by giving distinctively philosophic expression to its reli-
gious presuppositions in the age of Reformation. Yet modern
philosophy stumbles precisely by not maintaining its integrity
as against religion. This collapse of modern philosophy into its
religious foundation occurs on an epistemological level where
philosophy reverts to the immediacy of belief and intuition and
to the formal authority of a traditional understanding.

1. Philosophy and Religion: A Systematic Presentation

In the abstract terms of Hegel’s system, religion and philos-
ophy have a common content, viz. an absolute and a human
relation to what is absolute. In philosophy the content is in
the form of thinking, while religion displays its content in the
form of symbolic understanding and in the form of devotion.?

Hegel’s Thought (Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1967), p.
22. See also tbid., p. 212. Yet none of these scholars attempt to explain how, in
Hegel’s view, the Lutheran Reformation set the stage for modern philosophy, be-
ginning with the Catholic Descartes, in its epistemological model. In fact, an-
other approach suggests that implicit atheism and “ revolution against Christianity *
characterize the tradition initiated by Descartes, in stark contrast to Hegel’s at-
tempt to preserve the wisdom of the ancients. But these concerns are not direct-
ly relevant to the theme of this paper. See Stanley Rosen, G. W. F. Hegel: An In-
troduction to the Science of Wisdom (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974),
pp. 7H11.

3 G. W. F. Hegel, Einleitung in die Geschichte der Philosophie, herausgegeben
von Johannes Hoffmeister (Hamburg: Meiner, 1966), S. 42, 46-47, 167, 288.
Hereafter this text is referred to as ¢ Einleitung.” G. W. F. Hegel, Enayklopidie
der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse, herausgegeben von Friedrich
Nicolin und Otto Poggeler (Hamburg: Meiner, 1969), § 573, Zusatz, S. 451-461.
Hereafter this text is referred to as ‘ Enzyklopidie” For the English, see Heleg’s
Philosophy of Mind, translated by Miller (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp.
802-313 (hereafter referred to as “ HPM .
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A. Religion’s Need of Philosophy

The mutual accountability holding between religion and
philosophy is grounded in the fact that they are alike forms of
the human spirit and thus exist within a history of a human
community. In order to grasp first how religion both needs and
is a prerequisite for philosophy, religion’s dual form of sym-
bolic understanding and devotion must be conceived as a form
of spirituality.

1. Religious understanding and religious devotion.

For the genuine believer and practitioner of a faith, the in-
dividual’s religion in some way expresses the profoundest sense
of himself or herself, This sense of oneself is so fused with one’s
sense of God or what is absolute that the very feeling seems to
have an absolute character as though it be itself a unique, trans-
cendent, and divine creation. This fusion of self-awareness and
awareness of God within a religious feeling is the hallmark of
what Hegel has in mind when he speaks of the religious form
of spirituality. The simplest forms of this religious self-aware-
ness and spiritual feeling are devotion and prayer.

Even in this most elementary form, however, the self-aware-
ness in religion displays both a communal character and a reli-
ance on the memory and the past, essential ingredients to what
Hegel calls “ understanding.” * Religion, with the help of art,
gives and develops communal expression for the absolute, an
expression (like the absolute itself) formative of that initial,
interior, and quite individual feeling of who we are. Thus an
individual’s religious experience and knowledge of God involve
private feelings having public expression. This expression is in
the form of representation.

A representation is both a symbol and a re-presentation,
exhibiting some content anew within an individual conscious-
ness. For example, a representation may signify the content of

4 Einleitung, S. 46-47 Fackenheim, op. cit., 122: “ Just as feeling must be in-
wardly bound up with representation to be religious, so representation must be
bound up with feeling to be religious.”
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a sensation by relating that sensation to another re-called sen-
sation. This relating of two different intuitions is possible be-
cause they are in some sort of order ( “after-one-another” or
“ next-to-one-another ”) for some individual.

The German word for representation is Vorstellung (literally,
“ before-placing ) , and expresses perhaps better than the Eng-
lish word the family of meanings Hegel brings to bear on his
account of the role of representations in religious self-awareness.
The representation need not represent the content of a sensa-
tion. But a Vorstellung always involves a consciousness of
some content on the model of something sensible, the ordering
of which, viz., “ after or next-to,” is reducible to a private sub-
ject, i.e., a subject itself represented as “ next-to or after-one-
another.” Thus the religious Vorstellung places something in
front of (vor) us in terms of what has been placed there before
(vor) °

Thus, on the one hand, self-awareness through religious sym-
bol expresses a community’s self-awareness at a definite stage
in its history and in an understandable form. That is, religion
makes itself understood in artistic symbols or parables which
signify or picture the spirit by re-presenting what has already
been felt in the community. When someone says “I under-
stand,” it usually means that a speaker or writer places before
him what he can immediately find re-presented in his experi-
ences. The speaker represents what is customary, what the
hearer is well-acquainted with in his daily perceptions and ac-
tivity. To fail to understand is simply to fail to find, in one’s
memory, the proper match in the past for something currently
placed before us.®

5 Enzyklopidie, § 20, S. 55. For the English, see Hegel’s Logic, translated by
William Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), p. 80. Hereafter this text
is referred to as ‘HL’. See also M. Clark, Logic and System: A Study of the
Transition from ° Vorstellung’ to Thought in the Philosophy of Hegel (The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971).

8 Einleitung, S. 48-51; Enzyklopddie, § 9, S. 42 (HL, 18) and § 80, S. 102 (HL,
113).
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On the other hand, representations display their symbolic
power by virtue of an individual subject as an ordering unity.
This same characteristic carries over into the understanding
which accepts or rejects what is placed before it on the grounds
of its ordering of representations. Accepting Kant’s characteri-
zation of understanding as the power of representation, Hegel
specifically distinguishes Vorstellung from Verstand by at-
tributing to the latter the reflection of relations such as uni-
versality and particularity, cause and effect, and the like
among representations.” Nevertheless, while these reflections
are in a sense a negation of representations’ direct and reflex-
like, communally determined replication of the past, these de-
terminations remain bound to or retain their validity in a
private subject with private interests and private acts.® More-
over, though this individual certification is itself a communal
heritage, the subject too is re-presented and, no less than the
content of other representations, separate and outside-an-
other.

In other words, in the religious expression of the spirit in the
form of understanding, both the absolute and the conscious
subject are conceived on the model of a representation, i.e.
treated as objects after or next to one another. A metaphysics
of custom or “ positivity,” as the young Hegel termed it, domi-
nates the scene as something is understood only when it rep-
resents what is over—or dead.’ In this manner, the very power
constitutive of religious self-consciousness, the absolute is
nonetheless represented as something alien—in a temporal or
spatial sense—to living human beings, yet commanding their
unqualified submission. Thus, this side of religion ultimately
betrays the intimate feeling of the spirit, the unity of the reli-
gious experience in devotion (including the unity among the
individuals themselves) , which led to its expression. Hegel has

7 Enzyklopidie, § 20, S. 55 (LH, 30); Einleitung, S. 52.

8 Einleitung, S. 48.

9 Einleitung, S. 50: “ Ob etwas verstanden werde oder nicht . . . hangt davon
ab, ob es in der Gestalt seiner angewohnten Metaphysik an dasselbe kommt.”
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in mind explicitly those creeds which locate human beings’ in-
herent sinfulness and salvation in past events and establish
these claims in a dogmatic theology.
~ Religious devotion (Adndacht) and the cult, on the other
hand, express a sense of the inadequacy of dogmatic under-
standing. ““ Devotion ” signifies the initial religious feeling of
oneness with God, while “ cult ” stands for communal practice
of preserving and recovering that unity. Thus this side of
religion often finds itself at odds with a religious understand-
ing. Devotion and cult overcome the human alienation from
the absolute precisely by denying religious understanding’s ex-
clusive location of salvation in a past and in the positive au-
thority of a church.*®

2. Religious inner contradiction and reconciliation in philos-
ophy. Many a devoutly religious soul sees philosophy as an ex-
tension of a religious understanding lost in representations,
gradually forgetting the absolute, and preparing for a sceptical
atheism. Religious understanding, viewing the freedom of
inner conviction in thought or devotion as potentially arbitrary,
argues for the acceptance of positive church authority. These
conflicting sides of religion constitute a kind of religious model
of cognition. For reasons similar to those underlying their mu-
tual opposition, each side of this religious model considers
philosophy inimical to religion.

In Hegel’s view, this connection of philosophy with each side
of religion is no accident. Like the devotional side of religion,
philosophy is opposed to a solely symbolic understanding which

10 Enzyklopidie, § 565, S. 447 (HPM, 299): “ Der absolute Geist in der aufge-
hobenen Unmittelbarkeit und Sinnlichkeit der Gestalt und des Wissens ist dem
Inhalte nach der an fiir sich seiende Geist der Natur und des Geistes, der
Form nach ist er zunachst fiir das subjektive Wissen der Vorstellung. Diese gibt
den Momenten seines Inhalts einerseits Selbstandigkeit und macht sie gegeneinander
zu Voraussetzungen und aufeinander folgenden Erscheinungen und zu einem
Zusammenhang des Geschehens nach endlichen Reflexions bestimmungen; anderer-
seits wird solche Form endlicher Vorstellungsweise in dem Glauben an den einen
Geist und in der Andacht des Kultus auch aufgehoben.” See also Enzyklopidie,
Vorrede zur zweiten Ausgabe, S. 12-13; Einleitung, S. 42-48, 167. Fackenheim, op.
cit, pp. 120-124,
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transforms the truth into an unreachable goal and demands a
meek submission to positive authority.”* Yet philosophy is just
as opposed to any attempt by a devout spirit to fashion a
mythical unity with God, i.e. a unity in something other than
its distinctively human form—the form of thinking.* The
truth that is philosophy’s object must contain the self-discipline
and communicability of thought aspired to by religious under-
standing but also the oneness and completeness experienced
in religious devotion.

Howeversomuch they be directed at philosophy as a one-
sided development of one aspect of religion, the valid criticisms
made by each side of religion against the other are in fact
philosophic insights. Far from being opposed to religion, philos-
ophy in the Hegelian scheme is needed to complete both sides
of the religious act by developing the self-criticism inherent in
their mutual antagonism. Philosophy, as Hegel puts it, is “ the
rebirth of the spirit ”” emergent from the vain one-sidedness of
either a purely symbolic understanding or a thought-less piety.*®

Philosophy for Hegel accomplishes what religion can only
point to and make barely conscious in the human being, viz. a
human reconciliation with the infinite. Philosophy accom-
plishes the reconciliation of finite and infinite precisely by over-
coming religion’s contradictions. Philosophy alone construes
the spirit in its proper form, the form of thinking, which is at
the same time the mark of humanity. Philosophy expresses
in human form the unity of devotion and the cult without sub-
mitting the freedom of thought to the positivity of religion.

11 Einleitung, S. 57.

12 Einleitung, S. 57: “In dem Unterschiede, der zwischen dem Mythus und
zwischen seiner Bedeutung gemacht wird, und darin, dass die mythische Darstel-
lung, die Darstellung der Idee fiir die natiirliche Vorstellung, als eine Verhiillung
dieser Idee betrachtet wird, liegt das FEingestiindnis, dass die Bedeutung der
eigentliche Gehalt, und dieser Gehalt nur in seiner wahrhaften Weise ist, insofern
er der sinnlichen Gestaltung und endlichen Verhiltnisse entkleidet und in der
Weise des Gedankens herausgehoben wird.”

13 Enzyklopidie, Vorrede zur zeiten Ausgabe, S. 18, See Rosen, op. cit.,, p. 22,
45-46,
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Hegel accordingly refers to philosophy as both “ an ever-endur-

ing divine service (Gottesdienst)” and “ the worldly wisdom >

that, without suppressing subjective freedom, finds in thought
 the content of religion and worldly reality alike.**

Hegel’s firm conviction about the primacy of human freedom
involved in the integrity of thinking underlies this assessment
of religion’s need of philosophy. Insofar as a symbolic under-
standing via the mechanism of re-presentations finds intelligi-
bility solely in what can be construed as sensible, past, and con-
forming to church authority, and insofar as the religious experi-
ence of unity in devotion is devoid of rational reflection, the
factors that determine the truth in either perspective remain
solely matters of belief. As such they have immediate certain-
ty but lie beyond and overdetermine the compass of human
thought and freedom.

From this vantage point, religion’s need of philosophy can
be described as a humanizing and liberating need. Philosophy’s
emphatic effort to think the absolute provides a check on those
dogmatic and sentimental tendencies in religion which may un-
dermine human rationality and human freedom. Philosophy
thereby confirms the solid foundation of the religious enter-
prise, that the human being’s relation to God is most assured
in the human being’s full independence of thought and free-
dom of action.

B. Philosophy’s Need of Religion

Yet while both the negation and completion of religion,
philosophy also stands in need of religion. The need here is
an existential need in the sense that, as Hegel puts it, * philos-
ophy cannot even exist without religion.” On the other hand,
although it requires philosophy if it is to avoid self-defeating

14 Einleitung, S 169: “ Die Philosophie beschiftigt sich mit dem Wahrhaften,
bestimmter ausgedruckt mit Gott; sie ist ein immerwahrender Gottesdienst.”
Einleitung, S. 205: “ Das Gottliche muss in Weltlichen dargestellt sein, doch so,
dass die subjektive Freiheit nicht unterdruckt ist. Insofern muss die Philosophie
Weltweisheit genannt werden.”



348 DANIEL 0. DAHLSTROM

internal contradiction, religion can indeed exist without
philosophy.*®

Philosophy presupposes religion in both its forms. The unity
of religious experience and its communal character are require-
ments for a philosophical reflection that would hope to get be-
yond the self-defeating formalism engendered by an exclusively
symbolic understanding.®® At the same time, Hegel describes
representations, the essential ingredients to this sort of under-
standing, as “ metaphors of thought.”*” Philosophy may be
described as the task of substituting thoughts for representa-
tions or metaphors of religion. Adding one more wrinkle to the
Vor-stellung word play, representations are placed in front of
us before (vor) thoughts are worked out. Philosophy has no
pre-supposition-less beginning insofar as it is an act of spirit,
a spirit existing in human time and manifesting a variety of
self-expressons in addition to philosophy. In other words,
philosophy has an epistemic need of the religious object. The
philosophic mind which comes to think the spirit presupposes
temporally and logically some acquaintance with the absolute
as represented by religion.*®

Among all the forms of the spirit’s self-expression, religion’s
special significance for philosophy is that of self-consciously pro-
viding a representation of the absolute in terms of the ordinary
perceptions and interests of the human community at a definite
stage in its history. As Hegel puts it, religion is the sort of
consciousness of the truth “for human beings of every cul-
ture.” ** Before mid-twentieth century squabbles over ordinary
and formal languages, Hegel recognizes the narrow sphere of
discourse in scientific knowing and how much discourse has its
base of translatability and intelligibility in the language and

15 Ensyklopddie, Vorrede zur zweiten Ausgabe, S. 12..

16 Devotion, Hegel notes, is a  thinking towards ” (Hin-denken) and even con-
tains in German the word for thought, i.e. “ An-dacht.”

17 Enzyklopidie, § 8, S. 35-3¢ (HL, 6-7).

18 Enzyklopddie, § 1, S. 33 (HL, 8).

19 Enzyklopidie, Vorrede zur zweiten Ausgabe, S. 12; Ewleitung, S. 102.
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content of an entire culture. Accordingly, the first condition
for properly grasping an age of philosophy is “ the cultivated
knowledge of the thought-relations,” i.e. a recognition of  the
" culture or formation of the subjective thinking.” ** In this re-
spect just as religious representation precedes philosophical
thought in general, so a particular expression of the spirit at a
certain stage of human culture is the key to that culture and
to the intelligibility of philosophy born of that culture.”

I1. Modern, Philosophy and Its Religious Presupposition

From a systematic perspective philosophy has an existential
and epistemic need of religion, while religion has a human and
liberating need of philosophy. However, Hegel argues for this
mutual accountability from an historical perspective as well.
Indeed, he attempts to articulate the religious perspective pre-
supposed by philosophies in the modern age, and to evaluate
those philosophies’ degrees of success at humanizing and lib-
erating religion.

A. The Equivalence of Truth and Freedom:
“ The essential content of the Reformation”

The religious culture serving as the presupposition of modern
philosophy is what Hegel designates the “ protestant principle,
that in Christianity the interiority in general comes to con-
sciousness as thinking, as something to which everyone has a
claim; indeed thinking is everyone’s duty, that on which every-

20 Enzyklopidie, Vorrede zur zweiten Ausgabe, S. 11-12.

21 Einleitung, S. 296: “ Das Ziel der Philosophie ist selbst dann dieses, in sich
den Geist, sein Wesen in seiner Tiefe zu fassen und in Harmonie sich zu finden mit
der Tiefe, die die Religion in sich enthalt. Die Geschichte, die die Entzweiung,
vorstellt, muss fiir uns, die wir den Begriff haben, das zeigen, was die Geschichte
noch nicht ist, namlich erstens, dass beide Prinzipien, Eines sind, zweitens, dass
selbst in der Entzweiung beider nur ein Prinzip zu Grunde liegt da der Begriff in
Einem wurzelt. Drittens muss die philosophische Geschichte den Gang der Ver-
sohnung zeigen das Hinfithren zu dem Bewusstsein ihrer Einheit,—dass beide sich
erkennen als dasselbe enthaltend.”
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thing is based.””* Protestantism, for Hegel, thus brings the de-
votional side of religion from a state of dumb feelings to a per-
sonal, self-determining thinking opposed to positivity of any
kind. The split between Catholicism and Protestantism does
not merely echo the conflict in religion in general but, with the
Reformation, produces a new religious attempt to overcome the
split between religious mind and body.

The Reformation emerged from the medieval church’s own
corruption but, Hegel insists, this was no accident. Usually
corruption is understood as a human failing, a contingent “ mis-
use ” of power and position by runaway passions. Hegel does
not deny that certain evils of the medieval church were con-
tingent, due to individuals’ misuse of power and position. How-
ever, the corruption Hegel has in mind, the corruption which
produced the Reformation, is endemic to the medieval church
as a whole.

The corruption of the church has developed out of itself; it has its
principle precisely in this, that the this [the individual] is felt as
a sensible [something] within it [the church]; [that] the external
as such is encountered within [the church] itself.?

While I cannot be sure what Hegel intends by the term “ this ”
in the preceding passage, probably he is referring to God’s
presence for the Catholic faith in the individual, sensible host
and more generally to the way of becoming conscious of an
individual in the intellectual culture dominated by that faith.
Hegel seems to be implying that the credo of the medieval

22G, W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen diber die Geschichte der Philosophie, 111 in
Werke in zwanzig Banden, 20 (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1971), S. 120:
“In dieser neuen Periode ist das Prinzip das Denken, das von sich ausgehende
Denken—diese Innerlichkeit, die iiberhaupt in Rucksicht auf das Christentum
aufgezeigt und die das protestantische Prinzip ist. Das allgemeine Prinzip ist
jetzt, die Innerlichkeit als solche festzuhalten, die tote Aeusserlichkeit, Autoritit
zuriickzusetzen, fiir ungehdrig anzusehen . . . und dies Prinzip fangt mit Descartes
an.” Hereafter this text is referred to as ‘ VGP’.

28 . W. F. Hegel, Vorlesungen iiber die Philosophie der Geschichte (Stuttgart:
Frommann, 1961), S. 520: “Das Verderben Xirche hat sich aus ihr selbst
entwickelt; es hat eben sein Prinzip darin, dass das Dieses als ein Sinnliches in ihr,
dass das Aeusserliche, als ein solches, innerhalb ihrer selbst sich befindet.” Here-
after this text is referred to as “ Philosophie der Geschichte ”.
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church reflects an epistemology in which the individual can be
sensed but not thought.

Negating the power of the mind and spirit, this principle that
what is individual can only be sensed is the principle of nega-
tion, or the evil, inherent in the medieval ehurch. The vices of
the church are just so many manifestations of this principle. For
to place reality in the sensible as such and ultimately outside
thought is to place it outside one’s self in some sensible thing.
This denial of thought and this indebtedness to the sensible and
the past serve as a classic instance of the positivity that ac-
companies religion’s purely symbolic understanding. A super-
stitious faith and a blind obedience to church authority alone
supply moral and scientific criteria in this religious formalism.*
At the same time the virtue of the church is no less affected by
the same principle. Virtue is directed against sensibility, but
only abstractly, since it is unknown—and unknowable—how
to be moral in terms of sensibility. After all, what is is not what
ought to be, and what is is sensible. The effect is a virtue that
flees and denies sensations.

Under this corruptive principle, the vice and virtue of the
medieval church bear witness to the inner conflict Hegel con-
siders intrinsic to religion. The development of these two sides
of the medieval church and of their opposition produces the
Reformation. On the one hand, through the devotional prac-
tice of virtue, human beings recognize their subjective power,
their ability to oppose themselves to an external sensibility,
their freedom as self-determining. On the other hand,

The delivery from sins, the highest liberation which the soul seeks,
to be certain of its oneness with God, this deepest, innermost thing
is offered to human beings in the most external, most frivolous

manner—namely to be purchased with mere money, and at the
same time this occurs for the most external purposes—luxury.?

24 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 520-521; 531.

25 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 521: “Der Ablass der Siinden, die hochste
Befriedigung, welche die Seele sucht, ihrer Einigkeit mit Gott gewiss zu sein, das
Tiefste, Innerste wird dem Menschen auf die ausserlichste, leichtsinnigste Weise
geboten,—n#mlich mit blossem Gelde zu kaufen, und zugleich geschieht dieses fiir
die iusserlichsten Zwecke—der Schwelgerei.”
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According to Hegel, the change that this contradiction within
the church brings about is most effectively articulated by a
Catholic monk, Martin Luther. Luther opposes himself to the
medieval church by denying its basic principle or, in other
words, by affirming that the individual is spiritual and intel-
lectual and that the spirit subsumes all that is sensible and
external.

Luther’s simple teaching is that the this, the infinite subjectivity,
.e. the effectively true spirituality, Christ, is in no way present
and actual in an external fashion, but as the spiritual in general is
reached only in reconciliation with God—in belief and in enjoy-
ment. These two words say everything. It is not the conscious-
ness of a sensible thing as of God, nor even of something repre-
sented merely, which is not actual and present, but on the con-
trary of something actual, which is not sensible.?®

No sensible thing, be it the host or the historic fact of a cruci-
fixion or resurrection, is the basis of belief. When Hegel re-
marks “ we Lutherans believe better,” he is comparing Luth-
eran belief to one dependent on a present sense experience or
on an event in the past, dependencies which deny the individual
a free and active role in his reconciliation with the divine.?”

Among the wide and abiding influences worked by Luther’s
reformation the increasing dissolution of the class distinction
between priests and laity signals in an external way the central
significance of the Reformation for modern philosophizing.
Just as no class is to be above another by virtue of its celibacy
or to be in possession of the church’s temporal possessions, so no
particular class has an exclusive claim to the truth. Rather
truth belongs to

26 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 522: “ Luthers einfache Lehre ist, dass das
Dieses, die unendliche Subjektivitit, d.i. die wahrhafte Geistigkeit, Christus, auf
keine Art in #usserlicher Weise gegenwartig und wirklich ist, sondern als Geistiges
iiberhaupt nur in der Versshnung mit Gott erlangt wird—im Glauben und im
Genusse. Diese zwel Worte sagen Alles. Es ist nicht das Bewusstsein eines sinn-
lichen Dinges als des Gottes, noch auch eines bloss Vorgestellten, das nicht wirk-
lich und gegenwartig ist, sondern von einem Wirklichen, das nicht sinnlich ist.”

27 Einleitung, S. 177-178.
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the sensitive spirituality of human beings, which can and should
come into possession of the truth, and this subjectivity is that of
all human beings. Each person has to complete the work of recon-
ciliation in himself.?8

The chief means by which Luther effected this result, which
made the whole authority of the church problematic, was his
translation of the Bible into German. As the foundation of the
Lutheran church, the Bible was opposed to previous church
authority and, with its availability to all, it became clear that
“ everyone should be able now to teach himself from it, to de-
termine his conscience from it.” #

The ability and responsibility of each human being to de-
termine the truth for himself is the Reformation’s legacy, the
legacy of the “free spirit,” to modern philosophy. Drawing
religion and philosophy closer together, the cultural heritage
of the Lutheran Reformation is the triumph of the subjectivity
of devotion over the religious understanding.

The subjectivity now makes the objective content its own, i.e.
makes the teaching of the church its own. In the Lutheran church
the subjectivity and certainty of the individual is just as necessary
as the objectivity of the truth. The truth is for the Lutheran not
an object already made, but on the contrary the subject itself
should become something effectively true in that it gives up its
particular content in the face of the substantial truth and itself
makes this truth its own. Thus the subjective spirit becomes iree
in the truth, denies its particularity, and comes to itself in its
truth . . . This is the essential content of the Reformation. The
human being has determined through himself to be free.?®

28 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 528: “ Indem das Individuum nun weiss, dass
es mit dem gottlichen Geist erfiillt ist, so fallen damit alle Verhiltnisse der Aeusser-
lichkeit weg: es geibt jetzt keinen Unterschied mehr zwischen Priester und Laien,
es ist nicht eine Klasse ausschliesslich im Besitz des Inhalts der Wahrheit, wie
aller geistigen und zeitlichen Schitze der Kirche; sondern es ist das Herz, die
empfindende Geistigkeit des Menschen, die in den Besitz der Wahrheit kommen
kann und kommen soll, und diese Subjektivitit ist die aller Menschen. Jeder hat
an sich selbst das Werk der Versshnung zu vollbringen.”

29 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 525.

30 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 523-524: “ Die Subjektivitit macht sich nun
den objektiven Inhalt, d.h. die Lehre der Kirche zu eigen. In der lutherischen
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If Hegel views philosophy as the completion of religion in gen-
eral, he views modern philosophy as the completion of religion
in the age of Reformation. The conflict inherent in religion in
general carries over into the new religious age and develops
anew the antagonism between philosophy and a particular side
of the religious form. Nevertheless, the presupposition for re-
conciliation, reconciliation of the conflict within religion and
thus reconcilation of philosophy and religion, is given in this
“ essential content of the Reformation.”

B. The self-sufficiency of reflection:
Protestantism in Cartesian Guise

In the introduction to the Encyclopedia of Philosophical Sci-
ences the principle of modern philosophy is described as the
principle of the self-sufficiency of reflection, thus echoing what
in his lectures on the philosophy of history Hegel calls the
“ essential content of the Reformation.” Yet other factors,
notably art and empirical sciences, contribute as much to the
burgeoning philosophic sense of the “ free spirit.” ** For ex-
ample, natural science found its validity in experience rather
than in the metaphysics of custom upheld by church authority.
“A human being learned now to observe, to think for itself,
and to construct for itself representations opposed to the firmly
posited truths, the dogmas of the church, and even opposed to
prevailing state law.” * In effect, the principle of experience in

Kirchen ist die Subjektivitit und Gewissheit des Individuum ebenso notwendig
als die Objektivitiit der Wahrheit. Die Wahrheit ist den Lutheranern nicht ein
gemachter Gegenstand, sondern das Subjekt selbst soll ein wahrhaftes werden,
indem es seinen particularen Inhalt gegen die substantielle Wahrheit aufgiebt und
sich diese Wahrheit f{rei, negirt seine Particularitit und kommt zu sich selbst in
seiner Wahrheit . . . Diess ist der wesentliche Inhalt der Reformation; der Mensch
ist durch sich selbst bestimmt frei zu sein.” See also Enzyklopidie, § 7, S. 39-40
(HL, 10-11). '

31 Philosophie der Geschichte, S. 524.

32 Einleitung, S. 160: “ Der Mensch lernte nun selbst beobachten, denken und
sich Vorstellungen machen gegen die festgesetzten Wahrheiten, die Dogmen der
Kirche, und ebenso gegen das geltende Staatsrecht; oder hat wenigstens neue
Prinzipien fiir das alte Staatsrecht gesuuht, um es nach diesen Prinzipien zu
berichtigen.”
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the emerging natural sciences and the “ essential content ™ of
the Reformation alike form the philosophic principle of the
modern tradition, the principle of the self-sufficiency of re-
flection.

The principle of experience contains the endlessly important de-
termination, that for assuming and holding some content as true,
the human being itself must be there, more precisely, that it find
such content in unity and united with the certainty of its very
self.3?

Thus, modern reflection takes its content from its own intui-
tions and perceptions. What is reflected (isolated or ab-
stracted) is that of which the individual is as certain as he (or
she) is certain of himself (or herself) .

1. First reflection and philosophical inquiry. However, Hegel
is quick to add that this realization is only in embryonic form
at the outset of the modern age—reflection is an unenfolded
principle.** Hegel employs the word “ Nachdenken > (literally,
“ after-thinking ) to depict this principle of reflection whose
self-sufficiency is just coming of age. In the modern tradition,
the instial or first reflection follows after determinations have
somehow come to be present in consciousness. The determina-
tions which present themselves, constituting and directing
thought, are those determinations which the individual finds
to be as certain as he (or she) is of himself (or herself). Be it
religious or scientific, this thinking belongs to a symbolic or
re-presentational understanding of the sort which religion em-
ploys to express the absolute. The authority may no longer be
that of the church, but there is still a submission to untested
limits, limits defined by the scope of an individual’s security.®
Hegel distinguishes this understanding or first reflection from

33 Enzyklopidie, § 7, S. 40 (HL, 10-11): “Das Prinzip der Erfahrung enthalt
die unendlich wichtige Bestimmung, dass fiir das Annehmen und; Fiirwahrhalten
eines Inhalts der Mensch selbst dabei sein musse, bestimmter, dass er solchen
Inhalt mit der Gewissheit seiner selbst in Einigkeit und vereinigt finde.”

4 VGP, S. 121.

35 Einleitung, S. 5-6: “ Der Mut der Wahrheit, der Glaube an die Macht des
Geistes ist die erste Bedingung der Philosophie.”
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a second reflection. The latter would be directed philosophical-
ly at the general determinations in the tradition underlying
the presumed (or found) determinations of first reflection.®

The situation Hegel envisions may be described as follows.
At the outset of the modern age the individual, buoyed up by
the self-sufficiency of reflection in art, science, and religious in-
wardness, rejects authority and affirms the content of his or
her own reflections. Yet perhaps swept up by the liberating
emotion of the initial act of reflection, or perhaps fearful of
the uncharted waters of ongoing inquiry, individuals are slow
to perform a second act of reflection, namely questioning and
offering solutions why a particular content was reflected. They
fail to ask why an individual comes to regard some determina-
tions as having the very certainty the individual has of itself.
Modern philosophy’s degree of success can be measured by its
ability to inquire into the first reflections of art and politics,
science and religion. Such a philosophical inquiry is an attempt
to account for the religious experience, and this very attempt
makes philosophy in turn accountable to religion.

2. The Cartesian Legacy. Descartes is “ the effectively true
beginner of modern philosophy.*” At the outset of what Hegel
calls “the period of thinking understanding,” he is Hegel’s
prime example of a philosopher affirming the self-sufficiency of
reflection yet restricting the same to the level of first reflection
and thereby undermining the mutual integrity of philosophy
and religion. On the one hand, Descartes formulated the prob-

36 Enzyklopadie, § 9, S. 42 (HL, 18).

37 VGP, S. 123: “ Rene Descartes ist in der Tat der Tat der wahrhafte Aenfanger
der modernen Philosophie.” The following account is intended mot so much as a
set of accurate claims about Descartes’s and his successors’ philosophies but as an
attempt to portray accurately Hegel’s assessment of these philosophies in view of
his thesis about the mutunal accountability of religion and philosophy. Also all
quotations in this section are taken from the two main sources of Hegel’s analysis
of Cartesian philosophy: his Lectures on the History of Philosophy and his
discussion of “The Immediate Knowing,” the third posture of thinking towards
objectivity, in the Preliminary Concept (Vorbegriff) to the Encyclopedia  of
Philosophical Sciences,
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lem of truth for the modern age as well as the essentials of its
solution precisely by giving philosophic expression to Luther’s
concept of the free spirit. On the other hand, Descartes’s is a
philosophy characteristic of a tradition in which philosophy and
exact sciences are not distinguished. At the level of first re-
flection or symbolic understanding at which these sciences take
place, the revolutionary nature of reflection’s self-sufficiency be-
comes solely an abstract principle or moment of the truth.®
At this point philosophy alternates between private intuitions
and the symbols of scientific or religious authority. Thus the
internal contradiction between understanding and devotion in
a religious model of cognition is not resolved but simply dupli-
cated in Descartes’s philosophy and its modern legacy.

Descartes, whose influence in Hegel’s opinion cannot be
overestimated, establishes “the protestant principle ” as the
first principle of his philosophy. This principle, viz. de omnibus
dubitandum est, signifies a doubting, not in the sense of scepti-
cism, “ but much more the sense that one has to deny every
prejudice—i.e. all presuppositions which are assumed to be as
true as they are immediate—and begin from thinking, in order
Lo come initially from thinking to something stable, to reach a
pure beginning.” *

Obviously, Descartes’s expressed intent was to arrive at ob-
jective truth, not to give philosophic expression to some protes-
tant ideal. Nevertheless Hegel perceives the Lutheran notion
of the free spirit at the root of Descartes’s philosophizing, since
objectivity is to be achieved solely through “ my thinking.”

It is the interest of freedom which lies at the bottom; what is
recognized as true should possess that rank in that our freedom is
contained in it, in that we think.*

38 Enzyklopddie, § 114, Zusatz, S. 134-185 (HL, 165-166).

39 VGP, S. 127.

20 VGP, S. 129: “Es ist das Interesse der Freiheit, was zugrunde liegt; was als
wahr anerkannt wird, soll die Stellung haben, dass unsere Freiheit darin erhalten
ist, dass wir denken.”
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Hegel finds this underlying notion of the free spirit further
evidenced in what he considers the second principle of Des-
cartes’s philosophy, viz. “ the immediate certainty of thinking,”
Descartes’s rule of accepting nothing as true that is not recog-
nized clearly and distinctly.*

Yet this second principle also clearly exemplifies the relative
self-sufficiency of a first reflection, duplicating the positivity of
religious understanding in two ways. First, the self-certainty of
the thinking in the cogito or “I” arrived at through doubt is
supposed to be an isolated individual, e.g., before-or-next-to-
another in the manner of representations. Yet, Hegel insists,
the certainty refers only to thinking in its immediacy or the
thinking of self-consciousness in general. “ ‘I’ has the signifi-
cance as thinking, not as the individuality of self-conscious-
ness.” ** As yet there can be no certainty of an individual, let
alone determined in spatial or temporal or sensible terms. Sec-
ondly, since this is thinking in its immediacy, the unity of
thinking and being in the cogito is not an inference. In this
unmediated fashion, the thinking and the being of the cogito
do not have concrete content. Thus, while the identity of
thinking and being in the cogito is, according to Hegel, “ the
most interesting idea of the modern period [and Descartes]
was the first to put it forth,” being and thinking nevertheless
remain different and Descartes does not prove their identity.*®

Because of its immediacy and because it serves as the be-
ginning of his philosophy, the self-reference of thinking, even in
the cogito, functions as a strictly formal principle. Hence Des-
cartes requires a third principle, that of “ the transition of this
certainty to the truth.” * According to this principle truth in-
volves something other than thinking and the basis of the

41 VGP, S. 130.

42VGP, S. 180: “ Ich hat die Bedeutung als Denken, nicht Einzelheit des Selbst
bewusstseins.”

43 VGP, S. 181-132; 134, 136.

44 VGP, S. 136: “ Das Dritte ist der Uebergang dieser Gewissheit zur Wahrheit,
zu Bestimmtem.”



MUTUAL NEED AND FRUSTRATION 359

transition to that other is God. In his principle of clarity and
distinctness, and in the self-sufficiency of thinking achieved by
rigorous doubt, Descartes finds no basis for distinguishing
among representations vis-a-vis external objects. As soon as I
maintain or deny that an external object corresponds to a rep-
resentation, I find that I can be deceived, or better, I find that
there are representations involving an other which I do not
think as surely as myself. Hence the question emerges for Des-
cartes: how do I know, even in a clear and distinct representa-
tion of something other than myself, that I am not deceiving
myself? The remedy is a representation of something other
than myself which involves the existence of that other just as
surely as that representation is thought.

The quasi-divine character of the unity of thinking and being
is similar to Hegel’s own concept of absolute spirit. However,
the nature of Descartes’s proof of God’s existence relies on the
same sort of immediate knowing which characterizes Des-
cartes’s account of the cogito. As the identity of thinking and
being in the cogito is abstract and not proven but simply af-
firmed, so are the existence of God and its role in overcoming
doubt not adequately established.

What betrays Descartes, Hegel claims, is that same symbolic
understanding functioning within religion, only now in the guise
of the method of the exact sciences. The proof of God’s exist-
ence is supposed to substantiate determinations about degrees
of reality of metaphysical distinctions, in terms of which truth
and error might be confidently determined. Yet these very de-
terminations are presupposed in the proof and considered “ im-
mediately certain,” thus replaying the opposition in religion be-
tween the intuitive unity achieved by devotion and the sym-
bolic gap of the understanding.

That Descartes was himself aware of this is evidenced by
what Hegel considers the fourth principle of Descartes’s philos-
ophy: “What is revealed to us by God, we must believe al-
though we do not grasp it.”** The individuality of the self,

45 VGP, S. 142: “ Das Vierte ist nun, dass Cartesius sagt: * Was uns von Gott
geoffenbart ist, mussen wir glauben, ob wir es gleich nicht begreifen.””
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the existence of God, the various metaphysical distinctions and
principles are all ideas Descartes finds to be as certain as him-
self and, at the stage of first reflection, he gives assent to his
clear understanding of these ideas. There can be no second
reflection, no inquiry as to why the cogito is conceived as an
individual, why certain metaphysical determinations are ac-
cepted and so on, since such inquiries simply extend beyond
the intelligibility provided by a clear and distinct, but none-
theless symbolic understanding.

The ambivalence and ambiguity in Descartes’s philosophy,
Hegel argues, is due to his persistent recognition that * self-
consciousness is an essential moment of the true,” while still
holding that the nature of truths or essences and God’s exist-
ence are distinct from his own self-certainty.*® The truths per-
ceived clearly and distinctly have their validity in the external,
unchanging thinking of the same by a veracious God.

Putting the results of Hegel’s analysis of Descartes’s philos-
ophy into the perspective of his thesis of religion’s and philos-
ophy’s mutual accountability, it is evident that Descartes is
not able to account for religion because his philosophy merely
apes the cognitive model in religion. Not sufficiently distinct
from religion, Descartes’s philosophy resurrects its internal con-
tradiction. This lapse of philosophy into religion is, moreover,
a Cartesian legacy.

An adequate demonstration of the persistence of this par-
ticular Cartesian legacy among modern European philosophers
is a monumental task, one I am not convinced even Hegel, its
proponent, successfully executed. Nonetheless, a profile of that
demonstration can be readily indicated. The continued em-
phasis on clarity and distinctiveness by Descartes’s rationalist
successors and their attempt to cast philosophy in the mold of
a formal system are unmistakable remnants of the religious

46 VGP, 8. 120: “ Wir kommen eigentlich jetzt erst zur Philosophie der neuen
Welt und fangen diese mit Cartesius an. Mit ihm treten wir eigentlich in eine
selbstindige Philosophie ein, welche weiss, dass sie selbstindig aus des Vernunft
kommt und dass das Selbstbewusstsein wesentliches Moment des Wahren ist.”
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dichotomy between intuition and understanding. When Locke,
reacting to the collapse of individual consciousness within
these formal systems, questions the origins of clear and distinct
ideas within experience, empiricist formulation is given to the
protestant principle of the self-sufficiency of reflection. Viewed
in relation to one another, moreover, rationalists and empiri-
cists respectively give secular expression and emphasis to one
of the mutually exclusive modes of religious knowing. Thus,
the rationalist-empiricist debate may be construed as a replica,
within modern philosophy, of the struggle between dogmatic
and mystically-minded theologians.*

There was obviously a great effort expended by modern
philosophers to give an account of religion and even, in some
cases, to make philosophy accountable to religion. Hume’s in-
vestigations of religion’s natural history provide a prime in-
stance of the former. For instances of making philosophy ac-
countable to religion, one need only consider Descartes’s con-
tinual efforts to have his philosophy accepted by Arnauld and
other theologians or Leibniz’s ingenious reformulation of tran-
substantiation, aimed at reconciling Catholicism and Protes-
tantism. These efforts are all laudatory, from Hegel’s view-
point, and signify moments of real progress in the philosophic
enterprise. For in these efforts philosophy maintains a distance
from religion, respecting religion’s integrity while giving in-
dependent expression to the self-sufficiency of personal reflec-
tion and experience. Hegel’s difficulty is not with such efforts
but rather with modern philosophy’s inability to free itself
from the epistemic quandary inberent in the religious experi-
ence.

471t should be remembered that the two sides of religion emerge from a single
unified religious consciousness or spirituality, as noted at the outset of the sys-
tematic account of religion. This unity is logically re-covered through a demon-
stration of the logical equivalence (valid biconditionality) of the categories of
rationalism and empiricism. The recovery is accomplished in Hegel's doctrine of
essence in the Science of Logic,
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Concluding Remarks

Hegel’s account of Descartes’s and other modern philoso-
phies, if we can rely on his lecture notes, is sketchy, free-wheel-
ing, and often simply unfair, as he hammers out his own philo-
sophical theories.*® Yet, despite its shortcomings, this approach
makes significant strides towards clarifying and even evidenc-
ing his thesis about the mutual accountability of religion and
a systematic and metaphysical philosophy. What this thesis
means is that religion and philosophy must recognize the in-
tegrity of one another. Religion’s need and explanation of
philosophy is quite distinct from philosophy’s manner of need-
ing and explaining religion. This integrity is not maintained
merely when philosophy makes religious experience or religious
dogma a topic of investigation nor when a philosophy attempts
to accommodate a religious doctrine. Rather, if Hegel is correct,
a central feature of philosophy’s autonomy from religion lies
in its ability to free itself from the religious model of cognition
which bifurcates knowing into mutually exclusive realms of
private intuitions and public understanding or of feelings and
symbols. Only by fashioning its own model of cognition can
philosophy satisfy religion’s need of philosophy while acknowl-
edging its own need of religion.

However, the preceding account of the mutual accountability
thesis is misleading if somehow it gives the impression that
philosophy exists because religion—which is no ex professo
epistemology—proves to be an epistemological nightmare.
Philosophy exists not because religion is contradictory but be-
cause that contradiction which may surface in a philosophic re-
flection upon religion is simply not #rue. Dominating the his-
tory of religion and re-surfacing in the history of philosophy,
distinctions between private feelings and public expression, be-
tween intuition and its symbolic mediation, or between the
spontaneity of the present and the ponderous weight of past

48 See Karl Marx, Karl Marx: Selected Writings, translated and edited by David
McLellan (Oxford, 1977), p. 12.
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authority are real distinctions. Yet this truth is not articulated
by collapsing either component of such a distinction into its
counterpart. What is required is a conceptual framework
powerful enough to accommodate these real distinctions and the
real relations they logically entail.

The articulation of such a framework is precisely the task
of a systematic and speculative philosophy. For philosophy to
attempt anything less, e.g. to be moved by political winds or to
relinquish the articulation of truth to natural science or poetry,
is to weaken in a fundamental way human beings’ power of un-
derstanding themselves and their world and thus of determin-
ing their own fate. Indeed, such a strategy would not only deny
modern philosophy’s own religious presupposition but also
frustrate modern religion’s need for an intellectually responsible
expression of its principle of the equivalence of truth and
freedom.

What does all this have to do with modern crisis of confi-
dence in philosophy? Perhaps that crisis of confidence is due
to a loss of identity on the part of philosophy. Symptoms of
this loss are dramatically evidenced by the rejection of Hegel’s
thesis of a mutual accountability between religion and philos-
ophy. For precisely in its relation to religion, as Hegel con-
ceives it, philosophy faces a telling challenge in maintaining
its epistemic integrity and its identity. What the preceding
paper implies is that the modern crisis of confidence in philos-
ophy exists because philosophy has attempted to replace reli-
gion, because philosophy no longer acknowledges its need of
religion or religion’s need of it, and because finally philosophy
cannot account for religion and fulfill religion’s need of philos-
ophy. Yet, if Hegel’s analysis is correct, to maintain its ac-
countability to religion and to itself, philosophy must be sys-
tematic metaphysics.

DANIEL 0. DaHLSTROM

The Catholic University of America
Washington, D.C.



KARL RAHNER AS A DOGMATIC THEOLOGIAN*

[

LMOST THIRTY YEARS AGO Karl Rahner proposed
“ a single requirement ” for the improvement of theo-
logical literature:

More dogmatic theology in the handbooks, more dogmatic theology
in the historical studies, more dogmatic theology in the special
studies over the whole range of dogmatic theology and not just in
limited fields.?

What does Rahner mean by this? More importantly, what
would it be like for us to take up or turn down Rahner’s rec-
ommendation?

1Y will use the following abbreviations for the texts by Rahner cited:

D.T. = Dictionary of Theology. With Herbert Vorgrimler. Second Edi-
tion. Trans. Richard Strachan, et al. (New York: The Crossroad Publishing
Company, 1981).

F.C.F. = Foundations of Christian Faith. An Introduction to the Idea of
Christianity. Translated by William V. Dych. (New York: The Seabury Press,
1978).

S.M. = Sacramentum Mundi. An Encyclopedia of Theology. Edited with
Cornelius Ernst and Kevin Smyth. (6 volumes. New York: Herder and Herder,
1968-1970) .

S.2.T. == Schriften zur Theologie. (14 volumes. Ziirich: Benzinger, 1959-
1980).

T.C.C. = The Teaching of the Catholic Church as Contained in Her Docu-
ments. Originally Prepared by Josef Neuner, S.J., and Heinrich Roos, $.J. Edited
by Karl Rahner. Trans. Geoffrey Stevens (Staten Island, New York: Alba
House, 1967).

T.X. = Theological Investigations. Various translators. (17 vols. London:
Darton, Longman, and Todd, 1961-1982; New York: Seabury, 1974-1982).
2TI I: 14 (The Prospects for Dogmatic Theology); cp. S.M. 2:95-111 (Dog-

ma). A scrupulously documented treatment of Rahner would yield lengthy foot-
notes referring to early and late books and articles, encyclopedic and dictionary
summaries, preaching and “ spiritual writings,” and massive secondary literature. I
have preferred to simply give what I take to be “representative texts” at key
points. I hope that the claims I make are modest yet distinct enough to justify
this procedure.
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My aim is to propose an interpretation of Karl Rahner as a
“ dogmatic theologian,” with particular attention to the way
he might be a model of that odd creature. I will not argue that
this is the only or even the central clue to Rahner’s diverse
writings. He has, for example, rightly been taken as a philos-
opher, apologist, spiritual guide, historian, preacher, and in
other ways. But I do think that new light can be shed on
Rahner’s other activities (particularly his preaching and phi-
losophy) by studying their relationship to his dogmatic the-
ology. Rahner’s supporters and critics have sometimes made
things too easy and sometimes too difficult for themselves by
neglecting the important role dogmatics play in Rahner. Most
importantly, taking Rahner as a dogmatic theologian can help
us understand both the potential and the limits of engaging in
dogmatic theology in the last decades of the twentieth century.
I will propose that, for Rahner, dogmatic theology is limited
because it functions by way of contrast to the “ kerygma ” as
well as philosophical and scientific truth-claims. This will re-
quire some explaining. I will then offer some examples of
Rahner’s dogmatic practice, focusing on a largely unstudied
text: Rahner’s edition of Denzinger’s Enchiridion Symbolorum.
The first part will emphasize what Rahner says dogmatic
theology is, while the second part highlights Rahner’s practice
of dogmatic theology; but, because of the connection between
Rahner’s theory and practice of dogmatic theology, each sec-
tion has influenced the other. Finally, I will summarize the way
a focus on Rahner’s dogmatic theology can show some of the
fairest ways to dispute Rahner’s proposals as well as diagnose
the claims of other dogmatic theologians,

I. Dogma, Kerygma, and Philosophy: The Limits of Dogmatic
Theology ‘

3

In one sense it is easy to say what the “ dogma ” is with
which dogmatic theology deals. Dogmas are the kinds of things
gathered together in Rahner’s edition of Denzinger’s Enchiri-
dion Symbolorum, translated into English as The Teaching of
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the Catholic Church (hereafter TCC) .* The main body of this

lext is eleven chapters on topics ranging from Revelation and
Tradition to Grace and Last Things. It includes fallible and in-
fallible teachings from individuals and groups, regional and
more universal Councils past and present. If we want concrete
examples of dogmas, we need merely open this text at almost
any page. However, since Rahner has changed his mind about
the importance of some dogmas in this volume, we could also
find examples of dogmas in his encyclopedia, dictionary, and
other articles when bhe summarizes the teachings of the
Church ” on one or more topics. In short, it is easy to find ex-
amples of what Rahner means by dogmas. Dogmas are teach-
ings of the Churech.

Before raising some questions about such teachings, it is im-
portant to note their two related characteristics. In sum, the
paradigmatic uttérance of dogmatic theology is “ We teach,”
not “1I teach ” or “ They teach.” It is not primarily “1 teach ”
because these are teachings of the Church, teachings of the
whole community and not only the teachings of one person.
Teachings are, we might say, communal and social (though, as
we shall see, not always “ officially ” so) . And the paradigmatic
utterance is not primarily “ They teach this or that ” because
these are teachings of the Church, not teachings about the
teachings of the Church; thus, for example, the standard dog-
matic utterance is “[We teach that] God is abidingly mysteri-
ous,” not “[Catholics/Christians teach that] God is abidingly
mysterious.” Teachings, we might say, are not only communal
but also self-involving (where the “self ” is communally cir-
cumstanced). Dogmas are, Rahner says, “‘committed’
knowledge.” *

But what is the point of such teachings? In a lengthy article
on dogmas, the first proposal Rahner makes is that a dogmatic

8 For the biographical context of Rahner’s original edition, see Herbert Vor-
grimler, Karl Rahner. His Life, Thought and Works, Tr. Edward Quinn (Glen
Rock, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1966), pp. 46-47.

4S5 M. 2:108 (Dogmatics).
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statement is (among other things) “a statement which claims
to be true even in that formal sense which we are familiar with
* from ordinary language.” ® A dogmatic statement is, we might
say, a truth-claim. Good examples of dogmas or teachings are
good examples of truth-claims.

This, I would say, is a small but important advance. Dog-
mas are teachings or truth-claims. In view of the associations of
“dogma ” with “dogmatism,” we may even want to use
“ truth-claims ” or “ teachings ” instead of “ dogma.” But, no
matter what our preferences are on this score, we might still
ask: what are truth-claims? And it is crucial for Rahner’s un-
derstanding of truth-claims to begin by noting what truth-
claims are not.

Kerygma, Poetry, and Truth-Claims. First, a truth claim is
not primarily what Rahner calls a “ kerygmatic statement > or
an “ exhibitive word event.” The kerygma is a particular kind
of speech-act—or, better, a particular kind of utterance by cer-
tain people in certain circumstances. In short, it is the procla-
mation of the Word of God in human words which “ efficacious-
ly makes present ” what it proclaims.® Given the scope of the
examples Rahner uses, it is important to take * proclamation ”
in a very broad sense. Thus, to speak kerygmatically is “to
speak prophetically, to persuade, to announce, to transmit, to
recall, to utter the (sacramental) word of life, to judge, to give
testimony.” * All of these are examples of the kerygma. To
generalize in more Romantic language, the kerygma is a word
from the very heart of the speaker which penetrates the heart
of the listener because this word is summoned by and sum-
mons up the very heart of God.®

Note that distinctions which are often important for Rahner

5TI. V:43-44 (What is a Dogmatic Statement?). T.I. XIII: 18-31 (Thomas
Aquinas on Truth).

6 D.T. 249 (Kerygma). For examples of Rahner’s preaching, see T.I. VII and
VIII.

7T.I IV:265 (The Word and the Eucharist).

8 TT. IV:857-67 (Poetry and the Christian).



368 JAMES J. BUCKLEY
(e.g., distinctions between “ experience ” and its verbal “ ob-
jectification ”) are not mentioned in connection with the
kerygma. The kerygma is “ efficacious ”; it is prior (or pos-
terior?) to any distinction between experience and verbaliza-
tion, forms of life and language, infra- and suprastructures. It
is full of images and symbols, but the crucial thing is not the
images and symbols in themselves but the use to which they are
put. Indeed, we might call the kerygma Rahner’s selection of
ordinary, common-sensical, and idiomatic examples of Chris-
tian discourse—Christian discourse used as only native speakers
can use a language. This is, I think, largely correct—if we add
one qualification. Rahner has no more trust in ordinary Chris-
tian language in general than he has in the “ fabricated, tech-
nical, utility words” of ordinary human discourse.? In both
cases Rahner has principles of selection at work. Just as poetry
or symbolic discourse is ordinary language put to non-idle
tasks, so the words uttered in the context of sacramental ac-
tivity are the best examples of the kerygma. More concretely,
if we want to find examples of the kerygma, we can go to a
Christianly apt celebration of the Lord’s Supper; in the prayers
of praise and thanks, the preachings, the words uttered by
ministers and assembly (from “ The Lord be with you” to
“Thanks be to God ”) we will find Christian discourse work-
ing “ efficaciously,” i.e., being the very Word of God in ordinary
and idiomatic ways.

If dogmatic statements are not kerygmatic statements, then
we cannot expect to find dogmas in isolation in the native lan-
guage of sacramental practice. A dogma is a teaching. “ Dog-
matic questions ” might arise if someone asked the worshipping
assembly “Is what we pray and preach consistent with what
we teach? ” But, even when this question is asked, it must be
remembered that “ the kerygma is the primary source and norm

9T III:296 (Priest and Poet). See also the recent call for a “° poetic
theology ’” in “ Theology and the Arts,” Thought 57 (# 224, March, 1982),
p. 25.
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of dogma and theology.” Teachings serve the ordinary lan-
guage of worship and not vice versa.*

Thus Rahner as a dogmatic theologian assumes that there
are good examples of Christian discourse doing the work it
should do. And he assumes that the best though not the only
examples of such an effective use of language are found in sacra-
mental practice. If asked to back up the latter assumption,
Rahner could appeal to what he takes to be the kerygmatic
portions of Scripture and Tradition, as well as his sacrament-
ology and related loci.** T will discuss the point of such appeals
a little later. But, no matter how much such appeals can and
must influence sacramental practice, they can never replace it.
Such appeals amount to a set of teachings about rituals; and the
kerygma is not primarily a set of teachings.

Thus, the key lesson is this: The kerygma is the ordinary
and idiomatic language we hear and utter in common worship.
We may want to select different or other cases of Christian
discourse working efficaciously than Rahner selects. But
Rahner’s dogmatic practice suggests we must pick some sam-
ples—and then neither separate them from nor confuse them
with the truth-claims with which dogmatic theology deals.

Dogma, Philosophy, and Science. Second, a dogmatic state-
ment is not (usually) a philosophical or scientific statement.
What does this mean? First, we should not confuse philosophi-
cal or scientific discourse with language performing the func-
tion it most eflicaciously performs. A certain kind of poetry,
Rahner thinks, is ordinary language doing its real work. Philos-
ophy and science, one might say, are to poetry as dogma is to
kerygma. What, then, are philosophy and science?

One way to answer this question is to explicate a key Rah-
nerian concept: self-transcendence. This is not a concept most
people—Christian or non-Christian—ordinarily use. It is a
technical concept useful for some particular purposes. What

10 D.T. 250 (Kerygma); S.M. 2:108 (Dogmatics). For a cautionary note on
this score, see D.T. 275 (Lex Orandi Lex Credendi)
11 See the references in note 29 below.
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might these be? If we try to use the word “ self-transcendence ”
in some way, Rahner points out that self-transcendence nec-
essarily suggests something that “ goes on” over the course
of time—a process, a becoming, a history, a development of
some sort. And this means that self-transcendence 1) must have
a beginning and a middle and an end (or, a past and a present
and a future) and ii) the transitions between these three must
combine continuity and novelty.** It is important to grasp the
necessary character of these features of self-transcendence.
Rahner is making a conceptual—or, others might say, a gram-
matical—point. A priori, if ** we use the notion of self-tran-
scendence, it will imply a process that has a beginning and a
middle and an end which are related in ways that combine
continuity and novelty.

Further, self-transcendence is “ transcendence of self.” If
transcendence of self has the force of a subjective genitive, it
necessarily implies that I go beyond (or transcend) myself
toward other people and things and even (Rahner argues) God.
I am not solipsistically isolated; and self-transcendence is not a
series of absolute novelties with no continuity. I necessarily go
beyond myself to others; and these others make for a kind of
continuity in self-transcendence. The technical term Rahner
often uses for these “ others” which provide continuity for
self-transcendence is “ matter ’; matter includes my body, na-
ture, the world, and the whole of my * situation.” Further,

12 The clearest explications of “ self-transcendence ” are perhaps T.I. V:157-192
(Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World); TI. VI:153-77 (The
Unity of Spirit and Matter in the Christian Understanding of Faith).

18 The if-clause here is added so that I do not seem gratuitously to gloss over
some crucial questions about transcendental deductions. Some admit such tran-
scendental reasoning: iothers say it only makes sense if we presume that some one
categorical scheme is built into human nature. It is possible—at least when the
focus is on dogmatics—to understand Rahner’s conceptual scheme whether we
think it is transcendentally necessary to think and experience this way or not.
For a good bibliography of recent literature on transcendental deductions, see
Robert B. Pippin, Kant's Theory of Form. An Essay on the Critiqgue of Pure
Reason. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1982), Chapter 6 (The
Transcendental Deduction).
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the primary task of various sciences (historical, natural, and so-
cial) is to study the “ functional connections between different
factors ” which make up the continuities of self-transcendence.™
Again, Rahner is making a conceptual point here. If we speak
of transcendence of self, this transcendence implies that we
move toward others; these others can be called “ matter ” and
studying their connections is the main job of the various sci-
ences.

Finally, if self-transcendence only implied a going beyond
oneself to others, we would have a real problem. Do I so “ go
beyond ”” myself to others that my own identity is lost in the
process? Does self-transcendence avoid solipsism by subordi-
nating my uniqueness to the broad continuities of matter? No.
“ Transcendence of self ” not only has the force of a subjective
genitive but also of an objective genitive. In this sense, self-
transcendence is a process in which I am different from (or
transcend) others. The technical term Rahner often uses for
this “I” who is irreducibly different from all others is * spirit ”
(or, sometimes, ““ person ” or ““ soul ). In non-technical terms,
this is “the innermost ‘kernel’ of one’s person.”* This is
each person’s “ original and never quite attained self-under-
standing ” which is the subject matter of philosophy.*®

Spirit is the unique experience of self prior to any verbal or
other objectification in matter. Again, Rahner is making a
conceptual point here. If I elect to speak of self-transcendence,
I necessary imply that there is an “1” to do the transcending;

14 TJ. VI: 168 (The Unity of Spirit and Matter).

15 TI, XT:151 (A Brief Theological Study on Indulgence).

16 T 1. VI:74 (Philosophy and Theology). I would emphasize that the concept
of self-transcendence is only one way to get at Rahner’s “ philosophy.” I do think
that “ self-transcendence ” nicely condenses Rahner’s peculiar contribution to
philosophy, but it does not exhaust that contribution. For example, it does not
directly take account of Rahner’s use of many categories of classical metaphysics
(e.g., efficient, material, formal, and final causes). And I have elsewhere argued
that his “ theological ontology of the symbol ” is developed at the expense of a
less than adequate reading of what I here call the “kerygma”; see “ On Being
a Symbol: An Appraisal of Karl Rahner,” Theological Studies 40 (# 8, Septem-
ber, 1979), pp. 453-473,



372 JAMES J. BUCKLEY
this “ I” can be called “ spirit ** and reflecting on its uniqueness
and novelty is the main job of philosophy.

Rahner’s point could be pressed further. If self-transcend-
ence implies this kind of unique, experiential “ kernel ” to my
identity, am I absolutely unique and perhaps solipsistically iso-
lated? Has Rahner saved “ spirit ” from “ matter ” only at the
price of a solipsism which renders self-transcendence a process
of constant novelties and no continuities? To use the notions
of self-transcendence and spirit in these ways neglects the fact
that “ transcendence of self ” not only has the force of an ob-
jective but also of a subjective genitive. Transcendence of self
used with the force of a subjective genitive (““I transcend my-
self toward others ) requires that we take account of “mat-
ter ” and the continuities of the process of self-transcendence;
transcendence of self used with the force of an objective geni-
tive (“I transcend others in being who I uniquely am.”) re-
quires that we take account of “ spirit ” and the novelties of
each person’s experience of himself or herself. The concepts of
self-transcendence, spirit, and matter require each other. There
is no way we can use one of these concepts—or equivalent con-
cepts which make a similar range of judgments—without the
others. To emphasize the importance of the range of judg-
ments rather than the concepts, we might put the same point
this way. Rahner’s world is a world in which the extreme posi-
tions are held by Historicists (novelty without continuity in
transcendence) and Traditionalists (continuity without
novelty in transcendence), Existentialists or Solipsists (uni-
que spirit without matter) and Behaviorists or Materialists
(matter without spirit), and Idealists and Empiricists. The
function of “ self-transcendence ” is, on a very high level of
abstraction, to hold together this world.

What, then, is a truth-claim? Given this conceptual scheme
(and without pretending to do full justice to the immense
technicalities of Rahner’s epistemological tradition) , this much
can be said. Truth-claiming is a kind of self-transcendence. As
self-transcendence necessarily implies an other toward which I
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transcend, so epistemic self-transcendence implies a judgment
that a particular subject and predicate are “related to . . .
reality itself.” ' As self-transcendence necessarily implies a self
to do the transcending, so epistemic self-transcendence implies
that “the discovery of truth is always the discovery of the
self as well. . . .”*® In terms of classic theories of truth, we
might say Rahner is attempting to hold together correspond-
ence and pragmatic theories of truth (where what counts as
“ practical ” is determined by Rahner’s understanding of self-
transcendence) .

A number of questions might be asked about this view of
things.” But our interest is elsewhere. A dogmatic statement,

17 T1. XIII:17 (Thomas Aquinas on Truth). See also Rahner’s Spirit in the
World, trans. William Dych, S.J. (New York: Herder and Herder, 1967), especially
c. 8; Horver des Wortes. Zur Grundlegung einer Religiomsphilosophie. Neubear-
beitet von J. B. Metz (Miinchen: Késel Verlag, 1963), especially c. 3.

18 TJ. XII1:28 (Thomas Aquinas on Truth).

19 For example, on Rahner’s own terms, does “spirit ” (if used as a systemati-
cally central category) leave too much room for an apolitical, ahistorical, alinguistic,
or at least consistently elusive “self "-—or do philosophies which cannot be
grounded in a transcendental understanding of self avoid the problems of indi-
vidualism and even solipsism in modernity? Does “ matter” (again, if used as
a systematically central category) leave too much room for (in Whitehead’s phrase)
“vacuous actuality "—or do philosophies which ignore “ matter” avoid the prob-
lems of metaphysical materialism? Does the notion of “transcendence,” particular-
ly when it is followed by the felicitous ambiguity of objective and subjective
genitives, downplay the concrete complexities of the narrative shape of life—or
is narrative a kind of nostalgia for a world in which divine and human character,
plot, and circumstances are held together? But the most interesting challenges
probably come from two other sources: 1) those who challenge the meaning (in
contrast to the truth) of trying to understand “every entity . . . in the light of
being as a whole. . . .” (D.T. 849 [Ontologyl), and 2) those who grant the pos-
sibility of such a quest but dispute Rahner’s understanding of “ being as a whole ”
and/or “every entity.” Among the former, see, for example, Richard Rorty’s
analysis of ontologies which trade on distinctions between * spirit ” and “ nature ”
in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1979). In the latter category, among English-speaking theists, I think of process
theology, those who read Thomas out of the analytical tradition, and Austin
Farrer in particular; but the use of ontological terms in the doctrinal schemes of
other religions would also be pertinent (e.g., Ninian Smart, Reasons and Faith
[London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 19581, pp. 188-147).

1
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we began by saying, is not usually a philosophical or scientific
statement. Why not? Philosophy and Science make truth-
claims. But Philosophy and Science, taken together, make
truth-claims about all of life or about everything there is; dog-
mas or Church teachings, on the other hand, are truth-claims
which are important to Catholic or at least Christian identity.
As dogma only arises out of the kerygma when we ask “Is this
prayer or preaching consistent with what we teach?,” so dogma
distinguishes itself from philosophy and science when we ask
“Is this truth-claim essential to Catholic or Christian iden-
tity?” or “ How closely related to crucial Christian teaching is
this philosophical or scientific claim? ” or “ How is this Chris-
tian teaching related to this philosophical or scientific claim? ”

This is, Rahner knows, a rough distinction. It is not al-
ways possible or necessary to make it. When Rahner makes
the distinction, he clearly wants to avoid claiming that the
teachings or truth-claims of various areas can be isolated from
or reduced to each other. On the other hand, crucial Christian
teachings and philosophical/scientific truth-claims obviously
overlap; the product of such overlap Rahner calls a ““ theologou-
menon.” * But, particularly in the cases of such overlap, Rah-
ner will try to maintain some kind of distinction between use
of an individual philosophical or scientific teaching in proposing
Christian teachings and philosophical/scientific truth-claims as
a whole. For example, in the context of treating the doctrine
of transubstantiation, Rahner generalizes:

It is a priori improbable—more we may not say—that a dogma can
only be formulated and understood in dependence on a well-de-
fined philosophical system.

One reason Rahner is not willing to say more than this may be
that he does not want to rule out cases when a well-defined
philosophical system is the only way Christians can say what
they want to say. But the main point is that it is ““ a priori im-

20 S M. 6:232-33 (Theologoumenon).
21 T.I. IV:290 (The Presence of Christ in the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper).
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probable ”—more Rahner would not be willing to say—that
any Church teaching can only be formulated in dependence on
the view of things packed into “ self-transcendence.” To claim
more than this would be to claim that the essentials of Chris-
tian identity require a well-defined system; and, while Rahner
is sometimes optimistic and more recently pessimistic about
such systems in our pluralistic world, he clearly does not want
to make such systems a part of the essentials of Christian
teaching, much less make them substitute for the kerygma or
poetry.

In sum, Rahner assumes, besides good standard examples of
the Christian idiom at work in the kerygma, good examples of
non-dogmatic truth-claims at work in philosophy and science.
If asked to back up this supposition, Rahner could appeal to
distinctions between derived revelation and philosophy in Serip-
ture and Tradition as well as Catholic teachings about “ re-
vealed ” and “ natural ” knowledge (including his own recast-
ing of that distinction in his dogmatic theology).* Again, I
will discuss the role of such appeals later. But, just as dogmatic
truth-claims cannot substitute for the kerygma, so they cannot
substitute for philosophy and the sciences doing their own jobs
with their own interests and canons of knowledge.

The key lesson is this. Philosophy and Science are truth-
claims about everything that is—for Rahner, spirit and matter
in self-transcendence. Dogmatic statements are truth-claims
about what is essential to Christian identity. We may want to
select other or different cases of philosophical or scientific truth-
claims than Rahner does. But Rahner’s dogmatic practice sug-
gests that we must pick some such cases—and then neither
separate them from nor identify them with dogmatically cen-
tral teachings.

Some Limits of Dogmatic Theology. Why spend time ex-
plicating Rahner’s view of the kerygma and philosophy/science
if the goal is to understand Rahner as a dogmatic theologian?

22 See the references in note 31 below.
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The reasons are crucial, for they suggest some of the limits of
dogmatic theology. Dogmatic theology is distinct yet insepar-
able from the language of ordinary prayer and worship as well
as from philosophy and science. A dogma is a truth-claim es-
sential to Christian/Catholic identity. The kerygma implies
such truth-claims (and thus is open to the question “Is what
you preach and pray related to sound teaching? ), but the
kerygma is its own irreducible form of life and language. The
“We teach . ..” which is paradigmatic for dogmatic theology
cannot ignore the fact that we say and do many other—usually
more important—things besides teach or make truth-claims.
The first way dogmatic theology can go wrong is to ignore this.

Again, dogmatic truth-claims are related to the truth-claims
of various philosophies and sciences, but dogmas have to do
with christianly essential teachings and not with the whole
range of truth-claims in our collective experience. The “ We
teach . . .” which is the standard utterance of the dogmatic
theologian cannot ignore the fact that others also make truth-
claims. Individuals and groups within and outside the Chris-
tian community know things about themselves, the cosmos,
God, and other things. A second way dogmatic theology can
go wrong is to ignore the similarities and differences between
crucial Christian teachings and the key truth-claims of other
religious and non-religious ways of living—or to try to replace
philosophical or scientific claims with dogmatic ones.

We could, of course, pursue any number of these matters
further. But we now have in hand enough tools to move to
Rahner’s actual practice of dogmatic theology. Before doing
this, some summary consolations, Sandwiching dogmatic
theology between the kerygma and philosophy/science will
hopefully impress some—at least those who share in Rahner’s
or a similar community—as an exercise in common sense. Dog-
mas are quite simply teachings or truth-claims. They are dis-
tinct from and related to the kerygmatic Christian idiom and
the various teachings of philosophy and the sciences. When
Rahner calls for “ more dogmatic theology ” he is not pleading
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for more dogmatism or more dogmas. He is rather proposing
that the circumstances are right to ask whether and how the

Christian idiom as well as philosophical and scientific teachings
are related to what we wish to hold true as community.

II. Doing Dogmatic Theology

What, then, does a theologian do with these dogmas, teach-
ings, or truth-claims? George Lindbeck has proposed a classic
description of Rahner’s “method of practicing Catholic
theology.”

This method consists of assuming the truth of what the magis-
terium teaches, and ihen subjecting these teachings to a rigorous
and often tediously technical historical and logical examination in
order to distinguish the propositionally specifiable affirmations
which they contain from the symbolic and conceptual frameworks
in which they are inevitably imbedded in order to determine the
range of possible interpretations, including many new ones, to
which they are susceptible in new intellectual situations and his-
torical contexts. The procedure is often reminiscent of the lawyer’s
search for loop-holes in the laws of the land; and in both cases the
search always succeeds.?®

Rahner assumes “ the truth of what the magisterium teaches ”
in the sense that he takes central Catholic truth-claims to be
true. What he does here is no more or no less a feat than a
Buddhist taking key Buddhist teachings to be true, a Jew tak-
ing crucial Jewish teachings to be true, a scientist taking cer-
tain examples of scientific activity to be paradigmatic, a lawyer
taking certain laws to be normative, ete. It may be illusory for
one or more of these groups to think that there are such teach-
ings or that any of them are held widely enough to label them
Catholic, Jewish, Buddhist, scientific, legal, etc. But once we
admit such communities exist, Rahner puts the burden of proof

28 Infallibility. The 1972 Pére Marquette Theology Lecture (Milwaukee: Mar-
quette University Press, 1972), pp. 51-52.
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on those who wish to deny that such communities have crucial
teachings.*

This assumption, we have seen, is linked with two others.
First, there are good examples of ordinary Christian discourse
at work which set the context for teachings. The ultimate
point of the procedure Lindbeck describes is to serve “the
kerygma.” Second, there are good examples of other kinds of
truth-claims, particularly in philosophy and the sciences. In-

2¢] am not trying to gloss over the fact that, when Rahner speaks of the
magisterium (or, for that matter, the kerygma) he is frequently referring to a
“ juridically embodied ” entity (D.T. 285-287 [Magisteriuml). To explain what is
al stake dogmatically in such claims, Rahner would have to explain 1) how
essential Catholic teachings on law or °juridical embodiment’ are related to and
differ from the range of possible teachings on law in the contemporary world and
2) how something of a juridically determined nature can be or aid the kerygma
(in contrast to legalistically obstructing the work of the Spirit in prayer and
worship). Rahner has much more to say about the second point than the first
(e.g., TI 1V:240-241 [The Theology of the Symboll), but it is clear how he
would go about answering the first (e.g., distinguish and relate concepts like Amt,
munus, and officium to the various categories of current social theories). In any
case, Rahner would claim that teachings like those selected in this section are
more crucial to Christian identity than teachings about the role of jurisprudence
in Christian life; to this extent it seems fair not to discuss Rahner’s vew of the
relationship between “ Lehramt und Theologie ” in detail here. But the point
is important enough to make one further comment. It is tempting for practi-
tioners of both the Lehramt and Theologie to assume that their relationship is
paradigmatically conflictual; on this view to claim that the standard utterance of
dogmatic theology is “ We teach ” is precarious, for it looks as if it sidesteps the
much publicized conflicts between “the teaching office” and “ theology.” But
Rahner does not (for better or worse) assume that the paradigmatic relationship
between “the teaching office/theology ” or “teaching officials/theologians ” (and
claims about these alternatives are quite distinct) is conflictual—any more than
the paradigmatic relationship between God and creation or Christ and the Church
is normally conflictual. On the contrary, Rahner assumes that, in the everyday
life of the Christian community, the tasks and functions of various officials and
non-officials are sufficiently related and distinct to work moderately well; given
this (ideal, some would say) situation, Rahner then develops various principles
for when theology must follow and when it must lead the teaching office. Among
many other texts, see S.z.T. XIII:69-92 (Lehramt und Theologie); T.X. XIV:86-97
(The Dispute Concerning the Church’s Teaching Office); T.X. XII:3-30 (The
Teaching Office of the Church in the Present Day Crisis of Authority); and
Vorfragen zu einem Okumenischen Amtsverstindis (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder,
1974).
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deed, it is the latter assumption which enables Rahner to “ dis-
tinguish the propositionally specifiable affirmation ” of doc-
~ trines from the “ conceptual frameworks in which they are in-
evitably imbedded.” It is a priori improbable (to repeat Rah-
ner’s doctrine about conceptual schemes) that * the conceptual
frameworks ” are essential to dogma; on the other hand, it is
only by knowing philosophy and the sciences that Christian
teachings can be both distinguished from and related to the
truth-claims of these fields. Equipped with these three suppo-
sitions, Rahner does dogmatic theology. But how?

Presume, for the sake of exhibiting Rahner’s dogmatic craft,
that central Catholic truth-claims are like those in the eleven
chapters of T.C.C.: 1. Revelation, 2. Tradition and Seripture, 3.
God One and Triune, 4. Creation, 5. Original Sin, 6. The Re-
deemer, 7. The Mother of the Redeemer, 8. The Church, 9.
The Sacraments, 10. Grace, and 11. Last Things. Why these
teachings and not others? And why in this order? And what
do we do with them?

The answer to these questions is not easy to summarize. The
reasons for these topics in this order are related to the long
term practices of a ritually focused community living in a world
that is philosophically, scientifically, and even poetically com-
plex. We ought not rule out in advance the possibility that the
teachings of the Church preserve inconsistencies essential to
such a communal life. A strong doctrine of sin and evil (ie.,
granting c. 5 a dominant role in relationship to the other chap-
ters) might even require us to look for, find, and remain satis-
fied with such inconsistencies.

Even if (as Rahner seems to think) this is sometimes the
case,? we still need to determine which inconsistencies are more
and less fruitful. A complete account, if we used Rahner’s large
scale theory of truth, would have to include clarifying the sub-
jects and predicates of each and every teaching and relating

25 E.g., D.T. 206 (Hell); The Trinity, Tr. J. Donceel (New York: The Seabury
Press, 1974), p. 81.
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such teachings to “reality” and “ discovery of self.” This
would be no simple chore. Even further, it would suggest that
the pattern of Church teachings is required (in contrast to
permitted) by the theory of truth that is part of Rahner’s no-
tion of self-transcendence. But there is no single way to order
and relate Church teachings for Rahner. The best we can do
in a short space is propose one pattern that seems implicit in
Rahner’s practice of dogmatic theology. Thus, if asked “ What
do we teach?” in the context of life that moves between the
kerygma and philosophy/science, the answer will include teach-
ings about many related things. We need, therefore, teachings
about the principles used to select and order such teachings;
teachings about the * things ”’; and teachings about the * rela-
tions.” Such are precisely what are offered in T.C.C.—in the
following way.

The first two chapters deal with what Rahner metaphorically
calls the “ basis ” or “ sources ” of Christianity. We might also
say that these chapters have to do with the kinds of reasons
dogmatic theologians can appeal to in the course of proposing
teachings about other matters. In still other words, ¢. 1 and c. 2
have to do with teachings about how to discover, create, and
rank Catholic teachings; they are, in this sense, doctrines about
doctrines.?

The remaining chapters have to do with teachings themselves
(in contrast to teachings about how to discover what the teach-
ings are). God is “the mystery of mysteries of our faith”
(T.C.C. 85). Hence, c. 3 is about God. Rahner also considers
teachings about God when considering the sources of theology
(c.1). But there God has to do with the sources of our know-
ledge about God’s being and other things, i.e., God is discussed

28 For the notion of “doctrines about doctrines,” see William A. Christian
“Bochenski on the Structure of Schemes of Doctrines,” Religious Studies 13
(1977), 203-219. Note the parallel Christian draws between religious doctrines/
doctrines about doctrines and H. L. A. Hart’s distinction between primary/second-
ary rules in philosophy of law (pp. 218-14). For a more expansive view of
Rahner’s dogmatic theology, I think it would be useful to distinguish (as Chris-
tian does) teachings which have the force of action-guides, valuations and beliefs.
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as Revealer. In c. 8, on the other hand, God is considered
throughout the range of God’s being and relationships. In this
sense, the doctrine of God has a kind of precedence over other
teachings. Because teachings about God have to do with God
in se as well as God in relationship to others, the teachings of
this third chapter are the most complex teachings with which
dogmatic theology deals.

The remaining chapters have to do with the other teachings
to which teachings about God are related. Chapters 4, 5, 6, and
11 are (at least on the surface) ordered chronologically. Here
we have the classic “ Christian story,” from creation through
sin and redemption to the future consummation of all things.
Put grammatically, these teachings deal with “ tensed predi-
cates ”’; creates, sins, became flesh, redeems, moves toward, etc.
Chapters 8, 9, and 10 deal with the kinds of things that are
temporally related (rather than the temporal relations between
these kinds of things.), loci (rather than tempora). This in-
cludes the community (including communal rituals) (c. 8 and
c. 9) and individuals (c. 10) as they move from creation to
the eschaton.

Chapter 7 is, compared to the other chapters, anomalous.
Because Mary is redeemed in Christ, the chapter is located
after christology—although its chronological location is before
that chapter., Because Mary is “ perfectly redeemed ™ * the
chapter goes before c. 8 to c¢. 10—although it could be in prin-
ciple be located with e. 10. ,

Thus, one way of reading the logic of the chapters in T.C.C. is
relatively clear. For Rahner, central Catholic teachings have
to do with

I. Teachings about Teachings (c. 1—c. 2)

II. Teachings about other Things and Relations (c. 83—c.
11) ‘
A. Teaching about God’s being and relations (c. 8)

27 T.1, 1:206 (The Immaculate Conception).
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B. Other Teachings

1. Teachings about History (or Temporal rela-
tions) (ce. 4, 5, 6, and 11)

2. Teachings about the community, its rituals and
the individuals involved in all phases of redemp-
tive history (cc. 8, 9, 10)

3. Teachings about Mary (c. 7)

This pattern is not useful in the abstract but only because
it suggests three of the main ways any single proposed teach-
ing can be challenged. We might argue that a teaching in c. 3
to c. 11 has not been based on appropriate sources (c. 1—c.2) ;
that teachings about God (c. 8) are either too isolated from
or identified with other teachings (c. 4 to c. 11)—or vice
versa; that the teachings about temporal relations (cc. 4, 5, 6,
and 11) are isolated from or collapsed into teachings about
individuals and groups (c. 8 to c. 10) —or vice versa. In other
words, presuming that the answer to the question “ What do
we teach? ”” includes many related persons and things, we might
dispute their many-ness, their relationships, and/or their exist-
ence. We may not agree with Rahner’s selection or ordering of
such teachings, but if we challenge them in one or more of
these ways we are at least challenging them on Rahner’s terms.

The best way to back up this claim would be through a series
of examples from each of these areas. For example, when
Rahner claims that Mary is she who is perfectly redeemed,
what aspects of this claim are essential for Christian teachings
about redemption (II.B. 1.) ? about the groups and individuals
of redemptive history (II. B. 2.) ? What aspects are theologou-
menal? When Rahner claims that God is holy mystery who im-
parts self in Word and Spirit as the gracious fulfillment of self-
transcendence, what aspects of this proposal are crucial to
Christian identity? What aspects are of secondary importance?
If, in the case of such teachings, Rahner’s interest was not in
the question “What do we teach? ”, we would have to con-
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clude that Rahner was not operating as a dogmatic theologian.
If Rahner had inadequately identified a teaching or inadequate-
ly shown its relationship to other teachings, we would have a
way to criticize Rahner’s dogmatic theology on his own terms.

But space permits only a single example—taken from Rah-
ner’s ““teachings about teachings” because it re-enforces the
main point I am trying to make. In T.C.C. Rahner claims that
we believe Christian teachings on the basis of “ revealed ” and
“natural ¥ sources (c. 1); the revealed sources include Scrip-
ture and Tradition (c. 2). Thus, backing up central Christian
teachings (cc. 3-11) involves weaving together these sources in
complex ways (e.g., Revealed Sources have priority over Na-
tural Sources; Scripture, taken in the context of Tradition, has
priority over Scripture alone or Tradition alone). But this se-
lection and ordering can be challenged. Are these sources really
the bases of Catholic teaching? For example, does the priority
of revealed over natural sources contradict the Catholic teach-
ing that “grace perfects nature ” ? Or, are these really the
bases of Christian teaching? Do they, for example, contradict
a Barthian emphasis on Revelation, an Eastern Orthodox em-
phasis on Tradition, a Reformation emphasis on sola Scriptura?
Or are these sources really the bases of more broadly human
teachings? Do they, for example, square with the a priori and
a posteriori knowledge available to anyone who cares to know
any and every entity in the light of being itself?

In the face of these kinds of challenges, Rahner recasts the
relationship between these bases, grounds, or sources of Cath-
olic teachings. How does he do this? The surprisingly simple
answer has an unavoidably complex warrant. In discussing the
relationship between these different candidates for teachings
about teachings, Rahner makes the following distinctions. First,
there is in Scripture “ the immediate and original event of reve-
lation (unmittelbarer Offenbarungsvorgang wurspriinglicher
Art) . This is the consciousness, self-expression, life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ as experienced (but not preached
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or reflected upon) by the early Christian community.?® Second,
the kerygma of Scripture is the proclamation of this “ original
event.” * Third, one can “ reflect on” (in contrast to “ experi-
ence ” or “ proclaim ) this original event; in Scripture this re-
flection is called “ New Testament theology ” or “ derived reve-
lation.” * Fourth, this reflection is only undertaken by one
“who already knows other things besides revelation.” This
collection of “ other things ” Rahner calls “ philosophy and sci-
ence.” ** Finally, there is a continuous “ self-traditioning ” of
Jesus which “ has a history ” or “ develops ”’; this self-tradition-
ing is (like the “ original event ) experienced, proclaimed in
the kerygma, authoritatively reflected upon in dogma, con-
fronted by developments in modern philosophy and the rise of
the “ historical, natural, and social sciences.” **

The logic in these technical distinctions becomes clear if we
recall Rahner’s presumptions.

RAHNER'S
PRESUMPTIONS parallel SCRIPTURES  parallel TRADITIONS
The Word of God Original Event of Jesus’” Self-
Revelation Traditioning

Ordinary liturgical New Testament Kerygma Proclamation

language throughout the
Tradition

Essential Christian Derived Revelation or Dogmas in

Teachings New Testament Theology Tradition

“ Other things ” we know “QOther things” the New “ Other things ”

and experience besides Testament authors know known and

the above (Philosophy and experience besides experienced

and the Sciences) the above in the Tradi-
tion

28 T 1, V:23, 81, 34, 36 (Theology in the New Testament); T.I. V:60 (What is
a Dogmatic Statement?); T.I. V:107 (History of the World and Salvation His-
tory); T.X. IV:3-4, 7 (Considerations on the Development of Dogma); T.I. IX:50
(Philosophy and Philosophizing in Theology); S.z.T. XIII:26-33 (Dogmen- und
Theologiegeschichte von gestern fiir morgen); F.C.F. 239, 265, 279, 285.

29 T.I. V:36, 23 (Theology in the New Testament).

80T 1, V:23, 26 (Theology in the New Testament).

81 TJ. V:71-74 (Philosophy and Theology).

32TI, VI:101 (Scripture and Tradition); T.I. IV:8-35 (Considerations on the
Development of Dogma); TI. V:60-66 (What is a Dogmatic Statement?); T.I.
IX:60 (Philosophy and Philosophizing in Theology); T.X. XIII:73-102 (Theology
as Engaged in Interdisciplinary Dialogue with the Sciences).



KARL RAHNER AS A DOGMATIC THEOLOGIAN 385

What Rahner has done here is claim 1) his presumptions
(i.e., the distinctions between poetry and Christianly efficacious
language, essential Christian teachings, and other truth-claims)
are analogous to distinctions in Scripture and Tradition; 2) the
importance of Tradition is based on analogous distinctions in
Scripture—in this sense Scripture is indeed norma non normata
“as a whole ” *%; 8) the original event, the kerygma and derived
revelation are inseparably linked with our common human ex-
perience and knowledge—in this sense, theology is indeed re-
lated to our common human experience; 4) the original event
of revelation in Scripture, the self-traditioning of Jesus in Tra-
dition, and God’s self-impartation in grace and glory are central
to the community’s epistemic resources—in this sense, ““ Chris-
tianity has its ultimate objective basis in God’s speaking to
mankind and mankind’s acceptance of God’s word ” (T.C.C. p.
17).

Two lessons emerge. First, Rahner will sometimes speak
variously of Revelation, Scripture, the kerygma, the magis-
terium, experience, and other things as the foundation and
starting point of theology. In other words, he sometimes seems
to be what is called a “ foundationalist ” in his teachings about
teachings—but a foundationalist of a rather inconsistent sort.
I do not want to deny that there are texts in Rahner to support
a foundationalist reading, nor that he has changed his mind on
some of these issues over the last few decades. But I think
there is another way to account for his various stands—a way
that does justice to a broader range of his texts, accounts for
his persisting interest in dogmatics, and is more instructive for
his theological strategy. In sum, the closest Rahner comes to a
dogmatic resolution for this issue (i.e., a resolution which pro-

33 TI. VI:89 (Scripture and Theology). Scripture is norma non normata when
it functions kerygmatically and as source of dogmalic statements and concepts. If
taken “ philosophically ” (as a source of the total self-understanding of the au-
thors) or “ scientifically ” (as a source of a well-developed cosmology, sociology,
or set of historical claims), it is “a priori improbable ” that Scripture yields
Christianly crucial teachings.
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poses what we as a Christian community ought to hold as true
about the principles for holding anything as true) is the
espousal of an “indirect method ” for sorting out teachings
about teachings. The point of an “ indirect method * is to offer
reasons which make for a “convergence of probabilities ” in
favor of the truth-claim we wish to make** An “indirect
method ” rules out two possibilities: a) There are no principles
for proposing what we ought to teach; b) There is one solitary
principle. Within this range, an essential teaching will be one
which 1) is communally preachable and prayable, 2) can be
put in the form of a truth-claim by appropriate individuals
and groups (e.g., Saints, the teaching office, theologians, etc.),
3) 1is related in positive ways to the various truth-claims of
philosophy and science, and 4) coheres with God’s gracious
presence for humanity. We might also say that a crucial teach-
ing ought to cohere with Scripture, Tradition, Culture, and
Revelation—or, since each of these breaks down in an analog-
ous ways, communal worship, other community teachings, and
the truth-claims of our culture. But the “ method” is “in-
direct ” because there is no communal consensus on any one of
these taken alone, i.e., “ directly.”

This means that, when Rahner does propose a single source
for theology, he is best read as proposing that this “ founda-
tion ” can be taken as the source for theology for certain pur-
poses. For example, Rahner usually defines all of these
sources—God, Philosophy and the Sciences, Scripture, Keryg-
ma, Tradition—in terms of each other so that it takes peculiar
circumstances to have to pick among them. But, if the point
is to speak to our common worship, we can take the kerygma
as “the norm ” of theology. If the point is to speak to what

3¢ T VI:28-30 (A Small Question Regarding the Contemporary Pluralism in
the Intellectual Situation of Catholics and the Church); T.I. XI:75-79 (Reflections
on Methodology in Theology); F.C.F. 10, 346ff. “ Indirect Method ” is not solely
or even primarily * transcendental method.” For the former, the latter is an
“ umbrella concept” embracing the intricacies of self-transcendence as no “ more
than one part or aspect” of theology (T.I. XI:84,86).
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we hold as officially (socially and even juridically) true, we
can take “official dogmas ™ as our starting point. If the point
~ is to speak to what we hold as true in relationship to Scripture,
Scripture becomes norma non normata. If we wish to speak to
the relationship between what we hold as true and what is held
as true by other communities, we can take philosophy or one
of the sciences (natural, social, or historical) as our starting
point. But none of these strategies override the overall goal
of an “indirect method ”; an accumulation of mutually rein-
forcing principles which converge on the teaching we propose.

Is Rahner correct in proposing that the Church maintain an
“indirect method > in its teachings about teachings? Does he
provide adequate principles for adjudicating conflicts between
the different individuals and groups who propose teachings, for
example? If his account is inadequate, is it because of some-
thing internal or external to his dogmatics? These are impor-
tant but secondary questions for my purposes. The key lesson
is this: one task of dogmatic theology is to propose teachings
about how to identify its teachings—if not Rahner’s “ indirect
method ” then some other one. The point is that, if we put the
question “ What is Rahner proposing we (the Church) teach
about this or that? ” to Rahner’s writings, we can learn some-
thing different than if we put other questions—even if these
other questions are also necessary in other contexts.

We have here, I believe, a kind of repeatable experiment
which suggests some hermeneutical rules for reading Rahner.
First, for any article or text, ask whether Rahner is modeling
the kerygma, elaborating a vision of every entity in the light
of being itself, or proposing what we (the Church) ought to
teach. Only in the last case is Rahner doing dogmatic theology.
We can find the dogmatic proposals implicit in Rahner’s keryg-
matic and philosophical/scientific utterances by asking: is
Rahner’s kerygma consistent with what Rahner thinks we
ought to teach? What in Rahner’s philosophical remarks is
essential to Christian communal identity? Second, if we deter-
mine that Rahner is indeed making a dogmatic proposal, one
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might ask whether his proposal is adequate to i) teachings
about teachings, ii) God’s being and relations, iii) individuals
and groups in redemptive history, and/or the relations between
i), 1), and iii) .

For those who do not have such an esoteric interest in read-
ing Rahner, the experiment might be generalized on the basis
of Rahner’s example to yield some procedural rules for doing
dogmatic theology. First, select some samples of Christian dis-
course working “efficaciously ” (using Rahner’s or one’s own
standards for what counts as “efficacious ”). Ask: what are "
the teachings implicit or explicit in this Christian idiom? Sec-
ond, develop i) teachings about the teachings we select so
that we can cogently propose teachings to others, ii) teachings
about God and God’s relations, iii) teachings about individuals
and groups in redemptive history (or about whatever you take
Christian life to be “ as a whole ). Third, select samples of
philosophical and scientific truth-claims. Ask whether such
truth-claims are the same, similar, or opposed to the truth-
claims of the Christian community—but try to make it “a
priori improbable ” that essential Christian teachings can only
be formulated and understood in dependence on a systematic
view of things. Such is the way we can add “ more dogmatic
theology ” to theological literature.

Some Ways to Dispute Rahner’'s Dogmatics

I have proposed that, for Rahner, dogmatic theology is the
communal and self-involving activity of proposing what we
(the Church) teach. It is distinct from but related to the di-
verse language of worship as well as the truth-claims of philos-
ophy and science. I have also given some examples of how
Rahner weaves such teachings with each other, the kerygma,
and other kinds of truth-claims. But there is at least one dis-
advantage to taking Rahner this way, viz., it becomes less ob-
vious what counts against his proposals. Objections to their
relevance to ordinary life and language can be met by showing
that a dogmatic or philosophical/scientific truth-claim does or
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should relate to the (for Rahner) more ordinary language of
the kerygma and poetry. Objections to his reading of certain
* teachings can be countered by the claim that, on his own terms,
he has overlooked the subjects, tensed or non-tensed predicates,
or importance of certain loci or tempora. Objections to his view
of philosophy and the sciences can be countered n two ways: by
showing that he has not adequately taken account of spirit,
matter, or self-transcendence or by showing that the crucial
claim Rahner wants to make does not depend on this well-de-
veloped philosophical scheme. If, as Lindbeck puts it (note
23), “ the search always succeeds,” we might wonder what kind
of success it is which can never fail.

Rahner himself often reinforces—or seems to reinforce—the
impression that nothing can ultimately count against his pro-
posals. First, in the most widely ignored line in Hearers of the
Word, Rahner claims that the kerygmatic Word of God “ can-
not be given a foundation by man, neither in its actuality or
necessity nor in its inner essence.” ** But, if the kerygma can-
not be grounded or founded, does this mean we cannot disagree
with it In significant ways? Second, Rahner presumes that some
essential teachings are infallible. Does “ infallible ” here mean
that nothing can count against such teachings? Third, Rahner
grounds philosophy and the sciences on experiences which (he
says) are self-contradictory to deny. But, if the denial of such
a. truth-claim is self-contradictory, does this mean nothing can
count against it? In each of these cases, then,—i.e., at every
crucial point in Rahner’s theology—there seems to be no sig-
nificant way to disagree with him.

If nothing can count against Rahner’s proposals, the con-
sequences would be serious. If nothing can count against his
claims, it is difficult to see what might count on their behalf.
If it is difficult to disagree with Rahner’s claims, it is hard to
know how one might significantly agree with them.** If Rah-

35 Horers des Wortes, pp. 22, 203, 212-213.
38 See William A. Christian, Meaning and Truth in Religion (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1964), pp. 24-26.
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ner’s proposals are not “ falsifiable,” we may want to join the
ranks of those who claim that this is the price of any fully
“ committed ” knowledge (see p. 8 above) —or we may join
the ranks of those who see this as cause to avoid such self-
involving knowledge (at least in public.) In either case, Rah-
ner’s dogmatic theology would then have become a kind of
dogmatism.

But I do not think we need track the consequences further,
for there are a number of ways Rahner’s theology can be dis-
puted on Rahner’s own terms. Summarizing these ways will
barely suggest the issues raised (e.g., the relationship between
a priori and a posteriori knowledge, the various kinds of in-
fallibilities) . But it will provide a kind of summary to en-
able us to diagnose Rahner’s other dogmatic claims—as well
as the truth-claims other dogmatic theologians make. I have
tried to state the possible objections within each category
(kerygma, dogma, philosophy/science) in an order of plausi-
bility. But a full discussion of whether these possible objections
are real ones must be reserved for another time.

First, we can dispute the existence, features, or importance
Rahner gives the kerygma. Thus, we might deny that there are
good examples of efficacious Christian (kerygma) or human
(poetry) discourse. We might agree that there are good ex-
amples, but dispute the features Rahner attributes to them.
Perhaps the kerygma does not have any single isolable feature.
Finally, we might grant the kerygma’s existence and its fea-
tures but propose that it is either less or more important than
Rahner grants. It would be “ less important ” if we were skep-
tical that good examples of efficacious Christian discourse
existed. Perhaps, as has been said, Christianity has never been
really tried. The kerygma would be “ more important ” than
Rahner suggests if we doubt that Rahner’s view of dogma or
philosophy is really “normed by ™ ordinary efficacious dis-
course, In sum, the kerygma is liable to significant disagree-
ment. When Rahner says that the kerygma cannot be grounded
or founded, he may be suggesting that it is as difficult to get
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a theological discussion off the ground with someone who does
not admit some samples of ordinary Christian discourse as it
is to get a philosophical discussion off the ground with some-
one who admits no standard cases of non-philosophical discus-
sions. In any case, the kerygma is liable to significant disagree-
ment.

Further, we might dispute the existence, features, or impor-
tance of Rahner’s essential teachings themselves. Thus, we
might deny that there are any Christian truth-claims. Perhaps
Christians ought be satisfied with one or other variety of “ non-
cognitivist ” theories of religion. Again, we might claim that
the teachings Rahner selects are indeed truth-claims, but deny
that they are Christianly crucial or essential truth-claims.
Finally, we might grant that Rahner has captured the crucial
teachings but argue that he has not adequately supported them
or related them to each other. In sum, Rahner’s view of Church
teachings is liable to significant disagreement.

What, then, about Rahner’s claim that some teachings are
infallible? George Lindbeck is right, I believe, in proposing that
Rahner’s “ a priori infalliblism ” is a) analogous to presump-
tions of lawyers and scientists and b) minimalistic (i.e., only
claims that some teachings do not “ place the universal church
as a whole in unambiguous contradiction to Christ. . . .”)
Stated in this way, it is easy to see how one might disagree
with Rahner: find a crucial Christian teaching which places
the Church in unambiguous contradiction to Christ.

How might Rahner’s construal of philosophy, science, and
their movement in transcendence be disputed? We might teach
that theology has no business with philosophy or science. Fur-
ther, we might argue that theological truth-claims can be re-
duced to (in contrast to “related to”) philosophical or sci-
entific truth-claims. Perhaps Christian teachings are primitive
philosophical and/or scientific truth-claims. Still further, we

37T1 VI:308 (The Church and the Parousia of Christ). See also note 21
above.
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might argue that philosophy and/or the sciences are not what
Rahner takes them to be (see note 19). Finally, we might
argue that one or more of Rahner’s doctrinal claims requires
(against Rahner’s own principles) that we agree with his phi-
losophy taken as a well-defined scheme of things. In sum, Rah-
ner’s philosophical theology is liable to significant disagree-
ment.

In sum, Rahner’s theology is liable to significant disagree-
ment in a number of ways. It is probably impossible and not
very useful to say at what point such criticisms would have
to accumulate before we significantly disagree with Rahner. It
is important to remember that there are, for Rahner, two kinds
of theology.

(T) here is a theology of the commonplace in the supernatural by
which one tries to find God in a constant multiplication of newer
and more distinct particulars. But there is also a theology of the
‘mystical > or the silent mystery, in which as in mysticism proper,
the particulars are lost to sight as though at night, so that one
totality may become more powerful 2

On my reading, the sundry teachings of the Church, the
varieties of the kerygmatic Christian idiom, and the various ex-
periences and objectifications of philosophy and science are
these “ distinct particulars.” A theology of the mystical is a
theology which tries to hold all of these together “ so that their
totality may become more powerful.” The theology of the
mystical is the one Rahner thinks is “too little practiced
today.” *® But we cannot have access to this theology without
going through the arduous theology of the commonplace. It is
as spirits in the world made up of distinct particulars that we
are hearers of God’s Word.

A final comment which suggests some further areas of ex-
ploration. A complete treatment of Rahner would do well, I
think, to take Rahner’s Schriften zur Theologie as his central
text. The “ zur Theologie ” highlights the fact that Rahner in-
tends to do “ systematic theology ”; the apt characterization

38 T 1, IV:26-27 (Considerations on the Development of Dogma).
8o T I, IV:27 (3bid.)
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“ Schriften ” suggests or reflects the fact that Rahner does such
systematic theology by treating * individual schemes in an un-
systematic manner and as dictated by the needs of the mo-
ment.” ** Systematic theology is more than dogmatic theology,
just as dogmatic theology is more than proclaiming and other-
wise uttering the kerygma. Investigating Rahner’s systematic
theology would require analyzing his use of philosophy as well
as the natural, social, and historical sciences. And we would
want to study not only what Rahner says systematic theology
is but also how he actually executes it. As dogmas are of vari-
ous kinds and variously related, so we might expect Rahner’s
theory and use of philosophy and the sciences to be various.
Fach of Rahner’s systematic claims would have to be consid-
ered one by one if we would have access to both his theory and
practice of systematic theology.

T have not tried to do this here because, although systematic
theology is more than dogmatic theology, it is also no less than
dogmatic theology (just as dogmatic theology, although more
than the kerygma, is no less than the kerygma). Studies of
Rahner’s systematic or philosophical theology which ignore the
background of his accumulated web of communally circum-
stanced teachings will lessen the chances of coming to grips
with criticisms Rahner might regard as pertinent. To miss this
point is to guarantee that (as Rahner says in a treatment of
Origen) the necessary and inevitable enterprise of systema-
tizing “ may dominate and violate the transmitted doctrine to
be believed.” ** In any case, we may not agree with Rahner’s

4TI XI:69 (Reflections on Methodology in Theology). For other emphases
on the dialectic between “ systematic” and “ unsystematic” in Rahner, see Leo
J. O’Donovan, ed., 4 World of Grace: An Introduction to the Themes and
Foundations of Karl Rahner’s Theology (New York: The Seabury Press, 1980),
pp. vii-x; Karl Lehmann and Albert Raffelt, eds., Rechenschaft des Glaubens: Karl
Rahner Lesebuch (Ziirich: Benziger, 1979; Freiburg: Herder, 1979).

41 T 1. XI1:246-247 (The Penitential Teaching of Origen). This might be com-
pared to Rahner’s comment on Thomas Aquinas: “ though a point may be criti-
cal from a philosophical point of view in Thomas’s work, it does not always fol-
low that it is also the main point at issue ” (T.I. XIII:18-14 [Thomas Aquinas on
Truthl). See also T.I. XVII;:243.48 (Some Clarifying Remarks about My Own
Work) .
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vision of the totality or with his selection and ordering of the
distinct particulars in kerygma, dogma, philosophy, and sci-
ences. But, if so, it is at least clear how Rahner would chal-
lenge us: is our theology related to and normed by eflicacious
Christian language? Is this ordinary language consistent with
the various things we teach? Are these teachings related to the
truth-claims of our individual and common human experience?
No one of these questions provides the clue to Rahner’s diverse
writings—or to the many tasks of theology, much less to the
mystery of God. But focusing on Rahner’s dogmatic theology
is one way of making sure we take them all into account.**

James J. BuckLey

Loyola College
Baltimore, Maryland

42] would like to thank Vigen Guroian, Robert Krieg, Robert Masson and Wil-
liam Wilson for critical comments on an earlier version of this essay.










































































































































































































































