THE RELATION BETWEEN INTELLECT AND
WILL IN FREE CHOICE ACCORDING TO
AQUINAS AND SCOTUS

[ L)

T IS COMMON KNOWLEDGE that important differ-
ences exist between Thomistic and Scotistic theories of
free choice. In another paper I have tried to show that

these differences are important for moral theory.* Yet it seems
to me that the points on which these theories agree are at
least as important as those on which they differ. The basic
difference between the theories has often been described as a
contrast between an intellectualist view (Thomistic) and a
voluntarist view (Scotistic). Significantly, Scotistic commen-
tators seem to have been less satisfied than Thomists with this
characterization. Some have claimed that this labelling is un-
fair to Scotus and obscures his views. Yet a difference can be
exaggerated in two directions, and it may be that this labelling
has also obscured Aquinas’s position. In fact, it may be that
exaggerating the contrast has led some commentators to ex-
plain Aquinas’s views in a way that is apt to be mistaken for
intellectual determinism.?

The purpose of this paper is to determine exactly where
Aquinas and Scotus differ on free choice, and where they do
not. I will first examine Scotus’s position and then Aquinas’s.

1“Aquinas and Scotus on Liberty and Natural Law,” Proceedings of the
American Catholic Philosophical Association, 1982,

2 A very incautious dictum tossed about has been, “The intellect specifies
the will.” See below, p. 335f, for an account of the ambiguity in this expression.
The common resort to the mutual causality of intellect and will does mnot
answer the problem raised by this passage. The problem is this: if the in-
tellect specifies that this object rather than that be willed, then the choice
is not free but intellectually determined. If the objection is stated in pre-
cisely this way, I think it can be answered only by denying the antecedent.
Yet Thomists have often been loath to deny it, for fear of falling into
“ yoluntarism.”
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Scotus on Free Choice

In the central texts where Scotus discusses the relationship
between intellect and will in an act of choice he asks:
“Whether the act of will is caused in the will by an object
moving it or by the will moving itself?”® The first time he
addressed this question, which is recorded in the Opus Ozoni-
ense (Bk. II, d. 25), he maintained that the known object (or
intellect) has no intrinsic causal role in the act of will at all,
but is only a sine qua non—not intrinsically causing, but
something whose effect is required for the effect in question
(here, the act of will).* The will alone was cause, and total
cause, of the act of will: “ Nothing but the will is the total
cause of the act of willing in the will:”®

Yet later in his life he altered this position, and we have the
record of that alteration in some manuscripts of later writings.
Carl Balié edited these manuscripts for publication, and at-
tested to both their authenticity and their significance.®

In these later texts Scotus says there are three possible an-
swers to the question: first, that only the known object is the
cause of the act of will; second, that only the will is the cause
of its act (his earlier position) ; or third, that the will and ob-
ject concur in causing the act of will. He adopts here the third
position.

3 Scotus, Opus Oxoniense, Bk. 1I, d. 25, q. un., Vives ed., vol. 13, 196a;
see also next note. Two incisive articles on Scotus’s position are: Bernardine
M. Bonansea, “Duns Scotus’s Voluntarism,” in J. Ryan and B. Bonansea,
(eds.), John Duns Scotus, 1265-1965 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University
of America, 1965), pp. 83-121; Lawrence D. Roberts, “Indeterminism in
Duns Scotus’ Doctrine of Human Freedom,” Modern Schoolman, 51 (1973),
1-16.

4 I'bid., n, 18-19, vol. 13, 210-212.

5“ Dico ergo ad quaestionem quod nihil aliud a voluntate est causa totalis
volitionis in voluntate.” (Op. Oz., II, d. 25, n. 22, vol. 13, 222b.)

6 C. Bali¢, Les commentaires de J. Duns Scot sur les quatre livres des
sentences. (Bibliothéque de la Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique, I) Louvain,
1927, pp. 264-301; hereafter, Additiones Magnae; C. Balié, “Une question
inédite de J. Duns Scot sur la volonté,” Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et
Mediévale, 3 (1931), 191-208, hereafter, Secundae Additiones.
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Scotus rejects the first position—that the known object is
the total cause of the act of willing—on the basis of several
arguments. By known object, here, he means either the in-
tellectually proposed object or the object as it exists in the
phantasm. Taking the object in either of these senses, the
position must be rejected essentially because it would lead to
a denial of free choice and of moral responsibility.

In explaining his point Scotus introduces his distinction be-
tween natural agents and voluntary agents—two types of
causes that act in radically different ways. A natural agent is
one that acts in a determined and necessitated way, so that if
the action is not impeded by an extrinsic agent, and the dis-
positions of the action and that on which the agent acts are
the same, then its effect will always be the same. Voluntary
agents, on the contrary, act freely. But the known object is a
natural agent—and so too is the intellect—and so if the ob-
ject (or the intellect) were the total cause of the act of will,
then our acts would not be free; our acts would not be in our
power:

Again, it is principally argued against the first opinion: the same
natural agent, not impeded, cannot cause opposite effects in the
same patient, equally disposed, for this is the character (ratio) of
a natural agent. Hence in II De Generatione < Aristotle>, it
says: the same, insofar as it is the same, is naturally ordained al-
ways to act the same, and this is specifically understood of the
natural agent. But the object is merely a natural agent; therefore
in the same patient, <the agent>> remaining the same, it cannot
cause opposite effects; therefore if the known object causes not-
willing <nolle> in the will, it cannot cause willing, or vice versa.
But to posit this is to destroy all liberty in the will, and contin-
gency in human aects, which are in the power of man.’

Scotus also rejects the second position, the one he himself
held earlier, namely, that the will is the total effective cause
of its act, and the object (or intellect) only a sine qua non. He
proposes eight arguments, but two will be considered here.

First, if the will were the total cause of its act, then it would

7 Secundae Additiones, 195,
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have within itself all that it takes to be in act, and so it could
be permanently in act:

It therefore the will alone were the sufficient cause in respect of the
act of willing, and were itself the sufficient receiving patient, then
the will could always will just as a combustible would always burn
itself if it had the active power of burning. . . .2

Second, the very notion of a mere sine qua non, something
that does not intrinsically influence the effect but whose own
effect is required, is not clear. The action of a sine qua non is
required for the effect, and yet its action is supposed not to
induce a disposition in the effect. But, to look at it the other
way, how could the inaction of the sine qua non impede the
action of another agent, unless it did induce some disposition
in the effect? The very notion of a mere sine qua non, Scotus
says in this later writing, does not seem reasonable.?

Hence Scotus rejects both extremes, and takes a middle posi-
tion, namely that the will and the object (or intellect) concur
in causing the act of will:

I reply therefore to the question, that the effective cause of the
act of willing is not the object alone, as phantasm, because this in
no way saves liberty as the first opinion affirms; nor is the effective
cause of willing the will alone in the way the second extreme
affirms, because then all the conditions that follow upon the act
of willing cannot be saved, as was shown. Therefore I hold the
middle way, that both the will and the object concur in causing
the act of willing, so that the act of willing is from the will and
from the object known as from an effective cause.t®

Scotus’s next task is to examine how the known object and
will concur in causing the act of will. He explains that causes
can concur to produce an effect in three ways. First, the causes
may have only a per accidens order among them. In this case,
each cause contributes the same type of causality, and if one
cause possessed sufficient power it could produce the total ef-
fect by itself. His example is many men rowing a boat. In a

& I'bid., 199-200.
9 Additiones Magnae, 279.
10 Sec. Add., 202.
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second way, one cause could receive its power of causing from
another, as, he says, a particular terrestrial agent receives its
power of causing from a celestial body.™

In neither of these ways do the object and will concur to
produce the act of will. First, because the object and will are
essentially ordered; their kinds of causality are not the same,
but each is a distinctive, partial cause, presupposing the cau-
sality of the other. Second, because: “ The object known by
the intellect does not have its power of causing from the will,
or vice versa, with respect to first act.” *2

That last addition, “ with respect to first act,” is an impor-
tant qualification, for as we shall see, Scotus does hold that the
object’s transition to second act in influencing the act of will,
s given to it by the will. That is, it is up to the will whether
the object will actually influence the act of will (second act),
but its power and type of causality (first act) are not received
from the will. "

In a third way, many causes can concur unequally to pro-
duce the effect, without, however, any one of the causes re-
ceiving its power of causing (with respect to first act) from the
other. His example (relying on the biology current in his day)
is the procreation of a child by the father and the mother, the
father being the principal cause but the mother having her own
distinctive causality. In this way the object and the will con-
cur in causing the act of will. Both have their distinctive cau-
sality, but the object’s causality is subordinate to that of the
will.

The object’s causality is subordinate precisely because the
will is in itself free or undetermined:

Thus in the proposed case: the will has the nature of one cause,
namely of a particular cause in respect of the act of willing, and
the soul having the act of knowing the object, has the nature of
another partial cause, and both together are the total cause in
respect of the act of willing. Yet the will is the more principal
cause and the knowing nature a less principal cause, because the

11 Ibid., 202-203.
12 Ibid., 203.
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will moves freely, to the motion of which it moves the other; hence
it determines the other to acting; but the nature knowing the ob-
ject is a natural agent, since on its part it always acts; yet it can-
not be sufficient to elicit an act unless the will concurs. And there-
fore the will is the more principal cause. . , .28

This is a significant text for understanding Scotus’s final posi-
tion. Because the will is free, the intellectually proposed ob-
ject is not sufficient to determine the will to act toward it. A
known object actually influences an act of will (ie. specifies
it) only if the will freely acts (inclines) toward it. Scotus ex-
presses this point by arguing that the known object’s transi-
tion to second act (its actual concurrence in causing the act of
willing) depends on the concurrence of the will.

Put otherwise, the intellect does not specify that the will
will x rather than y. If this type of specification is meant when
someone says, “ The intellect specifies the will,” then that
sentence is false. Given that the will wills x, then x, which is
presented to the will by the intellect, specifies this act of will-
ing. But the willing of x rather than not willing it, and hence
the willing of x rather than y—is due to the will. Or: nothing
prior to the will’s response to an object presented it is a suffi-
cient condition of that response. The sufficient conditions of
the choice include the choice itself. This proposition, Scotus
argues, is a logical consequence of the fact of free choice and
moral responsibility.**

Thus in this later writing Scotus admits that the known ob-
ject is a partial cause of the act of willing, and that it has its
own perfection in causing, not received from the will*® But
the known object makes its unique contribution to the act only
if the will acts. Scotus expresses this point by saying that the
will is “ the more principal cause.”

18 Ihid.

14 This was the point of St. Augustine’s claim that the only reason why
two men in the same situation with all of the same dispositions make dif-
ferent choices is their different acts of will. See: On the City of God, Bk.
XI1, chap. 6. Scotus frequently cites this text.

15 Sec. Add., 203.
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Given this relationship between intellect and will in an act
of choice, there is a further question: namely, is the will free
just of itself, or are there conditions explaining why the will
is free or undetermined? Scotus’s position leaves no doubt as
to the answer to this question: the will is free just of itself, i.e.,
it does not make sense to ask why the will is free; that is sim-
ply the kind of agent it is.

This becomes clear when Scotus discusses the objection that
the known object in some way does necessarily determine the
will, namely when it is a question of practical principles. Scotus
notes that some thinkers hold that the will is determined with
respect to practical principles (or the end) but not with re-
spect. to practical conclusions (or the means toward the end).
On this view the will is free only with respect to that which
is ordered to the end (practical conclusions). Scotus seems to
have Aquinas’s position in mind here.

Scotus rejects this position. On this view, the indetermina-
tion of the will with respect to means would be due in part to
(and hence partly explained by) the indetermination in the
intellect’s practical conclusions—the lack of necessity in its
deductions of practical conclusions (means) from practical
principles (ends). But whatever indetermination might be
saved in this way (he argues) the will would be made a pas-
sive power, and its act would be determined by another. The
will would be related to intelligibles just as the sense appetite
is related to sensibles. This position would not in fact preserve
freedom at all:

Therefore through this indetermination toward knowing some-

thing, liberty in the will is not saved . . . because it would only in-
cline toward intelligibles as the sensitive appetite inclines toward
sensibles, and it would not be free. . . .28

Also, Scotus argues, the indetermination in the intellect with
respect to opposite choices is a defect, a lack of certainty. If
liberty rested on the indetermination of the intellect, then it
would rest on a defect, it would be a wretched thing and not

16 Ibid., 196.
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(as Scotus wants to insist it is) a perfection.” The known ob-
ject does not necessitate the will either to principles (ends) or
to conclusions (means). In other words, Scotus resists any
move to make the will’s freedom (indetermination) depend on
some factor other than itself. The root of freedom—that on
account of which the will is free—is simply the will itself. The
following texts illustrate this position:

The first potency is generally called nature, and the second is
called will. Hence the first division of active principles is into na-
ture and will.2®

The will is an active principle distinct from the whole genus of
active principles which are not the will, distinct because of its
opposite mode of acting.'®

The will’s intrinsic indetermination also explains why Scotus
insists that the will remains intrinsically free not to love God
even when the soul has the beatific vision. That is, even when
the intellect has a clear vision of the object that is pure good-
ness, that object containing no evil or lack of goodness, the will
is not necessitated to it, but can either elicit its act or not, can
either choose it or not choose it.** The root of freedom is
intrinsic to the will, rather than grounded in any characteristic
of the objects presented to it.

The will’s indetermination is of a special kind. Scotus calls it
an indeterminatio illimitationis, as opposed to an indetermi-
natio contradictionis. The second kind of indetermination is
merely that of a passive potency, which is undetermined only
because it lacks a form or act. (The prime example is matter.)
Its indetermination is removed when another agent determines
it to act, and so in the end it is not open to various effects;

17 Ibid. Cp.: Op. Ox., 11, d. 25, n. 23, vol. 13, 222b.

18 In IX Metaph., q. 15, n. 4, vol. 7, 609a.

19 Ibid., n. 8.

20 That is, the will remains intrinsically free or undetermined. But for the
blessed in heaven God ewtrinsically prevents any rejection of God. Hence the
impeccability of saints is preserved in this doctrine. See Robert Prentice,
O.F.M., “The Degree and Mode of Liberty in the Beatitude of the Blessed,”
in Deus et Homo ad Mentem I. Duns Scoti, pp. 327-342.
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given the same conditions, the active agent always determines
it to the same effect.

But the indetermination of the will, the indeterminatio lli-
mitationis, springs from perfection and act, rather than from
any lack, and it removes its own indetermination rather than
being determined by another. Hence its indetermination is
open to various actions. That is, its indetermination results
from its power to determine itself to various effects:

And therefore I say that the will is an active power that is unde-
termined with an indetermination of a different nature from the
indetermination of any other cause. Hence it is an active power
indifferently relating to opposite things, which power can deter-
mine itself to either of these.??

According to Scotus the will moves itself, without need of
being moved by another to this act (Scotus denies the prin-
ciple, “ Whatever is in motion is moved by another ”). Be-
cause the will is an active power, it can move itself; the will
reduces itself from first act to second act:

But how does the will move itself as another? I say that the will
has first act, and is in first act, and has an equivocal effect, so
that it moves the volition insofar as it is in act, because it is not
moved according to first act but moves according to first act; but
it is in potency to second act and is moved according to second
act. Hence, existing in first act, it is moved insofar as it is in
potency to second act.?®

In sum: (1) For Scotus the intellect and will are related in
the following way. Each is a partial cause of the act of will.
But the intellect contributes its influence (its specification)
only if the will elicits its act, and in the presence of any ob-
ject the will determines itself to act or not. (2) As to the ques-
tion why the will is free, Scotus answers that the will is free
of itself, that is the kind of agent it is. The will’s freedom is

2t Sec. Add., 207, Cp. Op. Ox., 11, d. 25, n. 22, vol. 13, 212a,

22 Sec. Add., 207.

28 Ibid., 206. See also: Roy E. Effler, O.F.M., Jokn Duns Scotus and the
Principle “ Omne Quod Movetur Ab Alio Movetur® (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.:
Franciscan Institute, 1962), especially pp. 52-98, 159-167.
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not a function of the kind of objects presented it, or of its re-
lation to reason. The will has an intrinsic indetermination, in-
dependently of its relation to any other power in the soul.
That is, the root of freedom is precisely the will itself.*

Aquinas on Free Choice

The chief difference between Aquinas and Scotus appears
even in their terminology. Unlike Scotus, Aquinas does not say
unqualifiedly that the act of willing is free. Rather, for
Aquinas only the act of choice (electio) can be free.”® More-
over, because there are conditions for the act of choice, and
because these conditions can be indicated, it follows that free-
dom of choice can be partly explained.

For Aquinas there are three types of appetite or inclination:
natural appetite, sensitive appetite, and rational appetite (or
will) . The natural appetite is an inclination that follows upon
the natural form of a thing. Aquinas posits such a principle
to account for the constancy in the actions and reactions in
natural (as opposed to artistic) things: things act and react in
characteristic ways because there is in each a principle inclin-
ing it toward, and making possible, certain actions and reac-

24 Tt has sometimes been claimed that Scotus denies that one wills whatever
one wills under the aspect of good. But this is not his position: “I reply,
that an act of positive assent (volitior with respect to misery is impossible
to the will and also an act of positive rejection <molitio with respect to
beatitude, because misery is not naturally apt to be the object of a positive
assent, nor beatitude the object of a positive rejection; just as the act of
seeing is excluded from sight with respect to blackness, because it is not
naturally apt to be an object of such an act.” (Op. Ox., IV, d. 49, q. 10, n. 7).

It is true that Scotus holds, contrary to Aquinas, that the will can act
against its own natural inclination (Op. Oz., IV, d. 49, n. 3). But that is
not because he thinks someone can will to be miserable but because he has a
different notion of natural inclination from that of Aquinas. Scotus seems to
view natural inclinations as egoistical, whereas for Aquinas there is already
in the natural inclination a tendency to the goods for others (cf. Summa
Theologiae, Pt. I, q. 60, a. 4). For Scotus when someone acts against the
will’s natural inclination he pursues an objective good (hence sub ratione
boné) even if per accidens this means a sacrifice of his own good.

25 See, for example, 8T, 1, q. 82, a. 1; I-I1, q. 8, aa. 2-3.
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tions and not others.*®* Because the actions and reactions serve
to enhance or preserve the thing, Aquinas says that the things’s
natural appetite inclines it toward its appropriate fullness or
perfection.*

The sensitive and rational appetites are similar in that they
also incline toward a thing’s perfection, and are also specified
by a form, but in these cases the form is a cognitional form, not
the thing’s nature. The sensitive appetite follows upon, and is
specified by, goods apprehended by sensation. The rational ap-
petite follows upon and is specified by goods apprehended by
intellect. By these inclinations, animals (including persons)
can desire what they apprehend and not only what they are in-
clined to by their natures.*®

For Aquinas each power in a living thing also has a natural
appetite, the object of which is called its * proper object,” for
example color in relation to sight. Hence the will also has a
natural appetite, a natural inclination to its proper object.*
According to Aquinas this natural appetite is a natural and
spontaneous desire to be happy (a desire for beatitude) ,*
desire that also includes a natural love for all of the objects of
the several powers of man (such as life, truth ete.).” Hence
this inclination is an act, and not as in Scotus merely a pondus
voluntatis, a “leaning toward ” or tendency prior to act and
cognition. Aquinas also argues that since the will is a spiritual
power, and since the object of this natural act is goodness as
such, the will is moved to this act by God Himself.**

In addition to its necessary natural inclination, the will also
has inclinations over which it has control, which are free. Given
a natural love for the end (including a natural love for the ob-
jects of all of the human being’s natural inclinations) the per-
son begins to reflect or deliberate about possible courses of ac-

26 87,1, q. 80; I-IL, q. 1,a. 2.

27 8T, I, q. 5, a. 1; I-II, q. 8, a. 1; Oontra Gentiles, Bk. ITI, Ch. 2-3.
28 87T, 1, q. 80; CG, I11, 2.

2987,1,q.82,a.1; I-11,q. 1, a. 2.

30 87, I-11, q. 1, aa. 4-7; q. 10, a. 1; Cf. De Malo, q. 6.

81 87,111, q. 9, a. 15 q. 10, a. 1.

3287,1-11,q9.9,22. 4 & 6
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tion in order to realize the end (s) ** In deliberation different
possibilities occur, each of which has some aspect of goodness
in it. Aquinas asserts that in such a condition the will is free:

For man can will and not will, act and not act; also he can will
this or will that, do this or do that. The explanation of which is
drawn from the very power of reason. For whatever reason can
apprehend as good the will can tend toward. Now reason can ap-
prehend as good not only that it will or act, but also that it not
will and not act. And again, in particular goods reason can con-
sider an aspect of some good and a lack of some good, which has
the aspect of evil, and according to this it can apprehend any of
these goods as to be chosen or to be avoided.®*

In certain situations (not all) the will is free or undeter-
mined in relation to objects that it is within its power to in-
cline toward. This is the basic meaning of “free ” as applied
to choice according to Aquinas, that is, not necessitated by
other forces or conditions, having the inclination toward a par-
ticular good within one’s own power.

The passage quoted above does not seem to be meant as a
proof that there is free choice.®® Rather, it seems to presup-
pose that the will’s choice is free and then in some way to give
an account of why it is.

Two points are involved in this account. First, Aquinas as-
serts that the will can tend toward anything that reason can
apprehend as good. In other texts he makes this point by say-
ing that the will has a natural inclination toward goodness in
general. That is, the will is not, like sight for example, neces-
sitated to a limited formal object. The formal object of the
will is just goodness in general.*® Second, at least in some situa-

38 87, I-11, q. 9, a. 4.

34 87, I-11, q. 13, a. 6.

35 Perhaps a proof could be constructed from various texts of Aquinas: viz.,
by listing all the possible determinants of the will’s act in relation to par-
ticular goods other than the will itself (e.g., in the orders of final, formal,
and efficient causality), and then excluding all of them. The difficulty would
be to make sure one had listed ll possible determinants. Moreover, the proof
that the will is not necessitated by an efficient cause presents particular dif-
ficulties. See 87,1, q. 82, aa.1 & 2.

86 87, I-11, q. 10, a. 1; De Malo q, 6.
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tions each object (alternative for action) is good in one respect
and lacking or bad in another respect. In the context this
would mean that each alternative offers some good not offered
by the others. This argument does not of itself prove there is
free choice, for it has not excluded every possible way the will
could be necessitated. But the argument does give, in some
way, an account of why the will’s choice is free. The will is free
at least partly because reason can present to the will irreducib-
ly attractive alternatives for action.

He elaborates somewhat on this point when, in discussing
free choice in the Summa Theologiae, he considers the objec-
tion of intellectual determinism. The objection quotes Pseudo-
Dionysius to the effect that one does not will evil as such. It
concludes that therefore the will necessarily tends to the good
that is proposed to it.*” Aquinas answers that:

The will cannot tend to anything except under the aspect of good.
But because good is multiple <multiplex>>, on account of this the
will is not determined to one.?®

The point seems to be that what is better from one perspec-
tive might not be better from another. That the good is multi-
plex implies that it is not univocal, and therefore that there is
no single scale one is compelled to use by which to measure the
goodness of the various alternatives.®*® Hence in another place
Aquinas says that nothing prevents two things being equal
from one consideration while one excels the other from another
consideration.*

Unlike Scotus, then, Aquinas holds that the question of why
the will is free is legitimate, and he seems to propose an (at
least partial) answer to it. The will is free in relation to par-
ticular goods (partly) because of two facts: 1) the will has a

37 87,1, q. 82, a. 1, obj. 1.

88 Ibid., ad. 1. .

39 For a precise exposition and development of this point in a contemporary
context, see: Joseph M. Boyle, Jr., Germain Grisez, Olaf Tollefsen, Free
COhoice: A Self-Referential Argument (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame, 1976), 15-26, 66-77.

4087, q. 13, a. 6, ad 3.
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natural inclination open to any intelligible good whatever; 2)
reason grasps in each alternative for action an aspect of good-
ness not had by the other alternatives.

Yet this position does not settle the question of how the
intellect and will are related within an act of choice. Accord-
ing to Aquinas the free choice occurs in the following way.
The will is initially actualized by an act of love for happiness.
Given this act, the will remains indifferently related to the par-
ticular goods that arise as alternatives to pursue.** The free
choice consists in the will, being thus actualized, inclining it-
self toward one of the possibilities being deliberated. “ And
similarly the will, through this, that it wills the end, moves it-
self to willing those which are toward the end.” **

This act is an actuation of a capacity, a transition from po-
tency to act, in two respects. It involves an actualization both
in the order of exercise (to act or not act) and in the order of
specification (the kind of act done) .** The act is essentially an
act of will, but Aquinas argues that it also includes the influ-
ence (virtus) of an act of intellect. Already actualized by its
tendency toward the end (happiness) the will must move the
intellect to deliberate (or take counsel):

And indeed, as was said, the will moves itself. Insofar as it wills
the end, it reduces itself to the willing of those which are toward
the end. Now it cannot do this except by means of counsel: for
when someone wills to be healed, he begins to reflect <cogitare>
about how he can attain this, and through such reflection he comes
to the conclusion that he can be healed through medicine, and this
he wills.#

Aquinas argues that the act of intellect alone (or reason
alone) could never put an end to deliberation or counsel, be-

41This point explains why Aquinas and Scotus differ on the question of
the will’s relation to God, pure Goodness. For Aquinas the conditions for
free choice obtain only in relation to particular goods. Hence he holds that
if the person has the beatific vision the will loves God by an intrinsic
necessity. See 87, I, q. 82, a. 2; I-11, q. 4, a. 4; q. 5, a. 4.

42 B.g., 87, I-11, q. 10, a. 2.

43 87, I-11, q. 9, a. 3c.

44 8T, 1-1T,q.9,a. le & ad 1.

45 8T, 1-11,q. 9, a. 4c; ¢f. . 9, 2. 3; q. 6, 80. 1 & 2.
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cause none of the particular goods is necessary in relation to
the end. What ends deliberation is the act of election: the will
moving itself to a particular object, but moving itself to that
object according to an order of reason, so that its act contains
a specification from reason. The act is simultaneously volitive
and reasonable (not necessarily of 7ight reason, though). The
following text explains this point:

Now it should be observed that, in the acts of the soul, the act
which is essentially of one potency or habit, receives the form and
species from the higher potency or habit, according as the inferior
is ordained by the superior. . . . Now it is manifest that, in a way,
reason precedes the will, and ordains its act: namely insofar as the
will tends to its object according to the order of reason, since the
apprehensive power presents the object to the appetite. Therefore,
that act by which the will tends toward something that is proposed
as good, in that it is ordained to the end by reason, is materially
an act of the will, but formally an act of the reason.*®

Several things should be noted here. First, although the
will’s act is influenced by reason, it is Aquinas’s doctrine that
the act of electio (choice) is essentially an act of will. To say
that it is formally an act of reason is only to say that the form
or specification of the act is from reason. Second, the assertion
that the will tends to a particular object according to the order
of reason could be misunderstood. Aquinas does not mean
that one wills what he wills only because of reason’s judgment.
In fact, in a situation of choice there is not just one order of
reason; there are many—as many as there are alternatives for
action.

The point is that whatever is willed is willed according to
some order of reason. Whatever is willed is willed because one
has grasped through reason some goodness in the object, either
as good in itself or as having an order to something good in
itself. Aquinas puts it this way: the object is willed because
of its order to the end, that is, because it has an order to one’s
overall flourishing, one’s beatitude or happiness. That is,
Aquinas is not saying that reason specifies which order will be

46 8T, I-11, q. 13, a. 2c.
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followed, but that reason provides the orders of the particular
objects to beatitude (or happiness), no matter what object is
eventually chosen. Hence for Aquinas the power which settles
which object (along with its order to the end) is followed is
precisely the will. “The will moves itself. Insofar as it wills
the end, it reduces itself to the willing of those which are to-
ward the end.”** The will determines itself to will this or that
particular object, even though the order of each particular ob-
ject to the end, and hence its ability to attract the will, is pro-
vided by reason or intellect.

For Aquinas, then, the intellect’s work is not sufficient to
determine the will’s choice. What ultimately settles which
good will be followed is the will’s moving itself to a particular
alternative. But this is another way of saying: a) that the in-
tellect and will are partial causes of the act of choice; b) that
the intellect contributes its influence only if the will elicits its
act; and c) that in the presence of any particular object the
will determines itself to act or not. And that, of course, is the
core of Scotus’s doctrine. In other words, on the question of
how intellect and will are related within an act of choice,
Aquinas and Scotus are in fundamental agreement.

It might be objected that Aquinas’s doctrine on apparent
goods and their role in bad choices does not support this in-
terpretation. Aquinas distinguishes between true goods and
merely apparent goods, and holds that the will, “is never
moved to an evil, unless that which is not good appear good
in some respect to the reason; so that the will would never
tend to evil unless there were ignorance or error in the rea-
son.” ** In other words, it might seem that Aquinas holds that
somehow all evil choices, i.e. sins, are due to intellectual fail-
ures, not to failures in the will. And if this so, then it could not
be the will that ultimately settles what is pursued in every
free choice, as I have interpreted his position.

According to Aquinas the primary subject of sin is the will,*

47 8T, 111, q. 9, a. 4c.
48 Ibid., q. 77, a. 2¢c.
49 Ibid., q. 74, a. 1.
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but the other powers of the soul can be the subjects of sin
secondarily, inasmuch as they either are commanded by the
will or are somehow causes of the sinful act completed by the
will.®® The question is, what does Aquinas mean by “ causes ”
in this context, especially with respect to the intellect?

Aquinas argues that a sin is essentially a free choice with
a lack of due order to the rule of right reason or of divine law.
In speaking of sin’s causes, these two components, one posi-
tive and one negative or privative, must be distinguished.”
His doctrine here can be divided into three points. (1) The will
is the direct efficient cause (per se causa agens) of the sinful
act insofar as the act is positive.” (2) The will is only the in-
direct (per accidens) cause of the lack of due order in the act:
this is because a lack is not something one can directly will.
The sinner chooses an act that he knows is disordered, and he
accepts this disorder as part of his act, in that he could do an-
other act that does not have that lack. But this disorder is
neither good in itself nor contributive to anything he views
as good in itself, and so is not directly willed.*

(8) The direct cause of the lack of order in the free choice,
in the sense of being a lack which is a necessary condition of
the disorder, is a lack in the reason, namely, the lack of con-
sideration of the rule of right reason or of divine law. Aquinas
summarizes his position in the following terse passage: “ There-
fore the will lacking the direction of the rule of reason and of
the divine law, and intending some mutable good, causes the
act of sin directly, but the inordinateness of the act indirectly,
and beside the intention: for the lack of order in the act comes
from the lack of direction in the will.” **

Aquinas’s position here is a metaphysical analysis of the
necessary conditions of a sinful act, and so the language is per-
haps misleading. Nevertheless, he clearly holds that reason (or

50 Ibid., q. 74.

51 Ibid., q. 71, aa. 1, 2, 6; q. 75, aa. 1-3.

52 Ibid., q. 75, a. 1.

53 Ibid., q. 73, a. 3, ad 2; a. 6¢c; q. 72, a. 5,ad 1.
5¢ Ibid., q. 75, a. lc.
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the defect in reason) is not a sufficient cause of the sinful act,
but only a condition of it. In another place, speaking primarily
of a sin’s external conditions, he says:

The internal cause of sin is both the will, as completing the sinful
act, and the reason, as lacking the due rule, and the appetite, as
inclining. . . . Therefore something external can be a cause moving
to sin, yet not as sufficiently inducing to sin: but the will alone is
the cause sufficiently completing the sin.*®

That is, for an act to be sinful one must act according to some
consideration other than the moral rule; hence the non-consid-
eration of the moral rule is a necessary condition of the sinful
act.’® This doctrine in no way conflicts with the pre-eminence
of the will in free choice but rather reaffirms it.

Two further points should be noticed. First, for Aquinas
the consideration or non-consideration of the moral rule is with-
in the will’s control. On Aquinas’s doctrine one is guilty for
voluntariy acting according to some rule other than right rea-
son or divine law, for he holds that the sinner thereby shows
contempt for God’s law.’” Second, this non-consideration is
not an ignorance or a forgetting of the moral rule; it is merely
a focusing of one’s attention elsewhere, on the limited good
(pleasure, wealth, power, etc.) to be attained in or by the
act.”®

As for Aquinas’s use of the term “ apparent goods,” he does
hold that the sinner chooses an “apparent good ” and not a
true good. But, when he uses the term in these contexts, it

55 Ibid., q. 75, a. 3c.; Cf. q. 75,a. 2,ad 1,

58 Explaining the causes of sin, Aquinas writes: “Now two causes may be
assigned to a negation. First, the absence of cause, i.e. the negation of the
cause is the ecause of the negation as such. For the removal of the effect fol-
lows the removal of the cause” (8T, I-II, q. 75, a. lc.) Applied in this
case: the removal of what would cause order in the will is the direct cause
of its disorder. The cause of due order in the will would be the direction of
right reason. Hence the lack of this direction, Aquinag says, is the per se
“ cause” of the disorder of the will’s act. And yet the lack of direction from
right reason, he makes clear in the same article, is due to the will preferring
a mutable good to the following of the moral rule.

57 8T, I-11, q. 73, a. 3, ad 2; a. 6c; q. 72, a. 5,ad 1.

58 Ibid., q. 77, a. 2c.
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does not mean an object that has absolutely no good for a
human being in it. Rather, in these contexts, the term refers
to an object that may be good for a limited aspect of the per-
son, but does not lead (at least in these circumstances) to the
person’s true ultimate end.”* It is good in a certain respect,
but not unqualifiedly.®*® When Aquinas says that the sinner
chooses a merely apparent good, by ‘ apparent good” he
means simply any object the choice of which is immoral.

He uses this language to make a moral point. As we have
seen, for Aquinas, in a situation of free choice the will is pre-
sented with various possibilities each of which has some good-
ness not had by the others. From one consideration one of
the possibilities appears best while from another consideration
another possibility appears best. To call the immoral object
an apparent good is to say that the various considerations, ac-
cording to which the alternatives can be compared, are not
equal. One could consider the alternatives on the basis of
pleasure, of wealth, of power, or so on. Depending on what
perspective one takes, a different alternative will appear best.
But the perspective of right reason denotes the whole perspec-
tive (not a utilitarian standard, but the love of God and neigh-
bor and the respect for the human goods this entails) .** This
perspective is not equal to the others. Hence one can say, if all
the alternatives except one are contrary to right reason, that,
absolutely speaking, the morally good alternative is the best
and the others are only apparent goods. Yet the other alter-
natives may offer some limited, real goodness. Moreover, the
perspective of the whole takes on a kind of particularity in re-
spect to human reason and will: following right reason, for the
time being at least, brings one only some goods and not others.
So, paradoxically, the whole perspective can appear to us in
this life as limited.

But acting on this limited perspective is a deliberate, volun-

59 Ibid., q. 73, a. 8, ad 2; q. 74, a. 1, ad 1; q. 75, a 2¢; a. 4, ad 1; q. 77,
a. 2, ad 2. .

60 De Malo, q. 11, a. lc.

61 87, I-11, q. 94, a. 2; q. 100, a. 3, ad 1.
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tary act, not an intellectual error. Sin is a deliberate choice to
do what one knows is morally wrong, accepting this moral
wrong as the price one pays for obtaining the good one
primarily intends.

At other times, when not speaking directly about sin,
Aquinas uses the term “apparent good” to mean an object
that is not really perfective of the agent at all but merely ap-
parently so0.°> Yet, obviously, the fact that such an object can
be chosen does not entail that such a choice is due only to a
fault in reason. As indicated, for Aquinas there is no sin un-
less there is a conscious fault in the will. An object’s appearing
good, its appearing best, and its appearing morally good, are
not the same at all. If one chooses what merely appears to be
morally good then one is simply acting on an erroneous con-
science, and if the conscience is inculpably erroneous there is
no sin. And, as already noted, in a situation where free choice
occurs none of the objects ever appears best from every per-
spective. Hence Aquinas’s position that something can ap-
pear good which is not, is not incompatible with his position
that it is the will, ultimately, that settles which alternative will
be pursued, in bad choices as well as good ones. Aquinas’s
doctrines on “ apparent goods” and reason as a ‘““cause” of
sin are not valid objections to my interpretation.

In sum, Aquinas and Scotus agree that the intellect causes
the act of will in one sense and not in another. The intellect
causes the act of will in the sense that, given that the will
wills x, x specifies this act of willing and it is the intellect that
presents to the will the object x. The intellect does not cause
the act of will in the sense of specifying or determining that x
rather than y be willed. Aquinas and Scotus agree on what
free choice essentially means, though for Scotus the will’s
freedom has greater scope (extending even to the intrinsic abil-
ity not to love God, while seeing Him as He is in Himself).
They agree on how intellect and will are related in the act of
choice.

Where they differ is on the following points. First, for Scotus

62 For example, ibid., q. 8, a. lc.
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the will is free of itself; that is just the kind of agent it is. It
seems that for Scotus, The will is free is a per se nota proposi-
tion.”®* For Aquinas the will’s freedom has certain conditions,
namely its relation to reason and the kind of objects presented
to it. That is why for Aquinas, but not for Scotus, there are
situations where the will is not free.

Nevertheless, one must be careful to distinguish two distinct
questions. “Why does the will have the ability to choose
freely? ” is, according to Aquinas, a legitimate question. But
this is different from asking, “ Why did someone choose this
rather than that; or in other words, what is the cause of some-
one’s willing this rather than that?” For Aquinas as well as
for Scotus, this last question has no sufficient answer other
than, “ Because he did.” For Aquinas as well as for Scotus,
there are no sufficient conditions of the choice antecedent to
the choice itself.

Second, for Aquinas the will is moved to its initial act by
God; in Scotus there is no need for this, since he denies the
principle, “ Whatever is in motion is moved by another.” (For
Scotus, God holds everything in being, including acts of will-
ing, but He need not mowve the will to act.) Aquinas calls this
initial operation the will’s “ natural appetite.” For Scotus the
will’s natural appetite is not an act; it is only a pondus or a
“leaning-toward,” and it precedes cognition. It does not nec-
essitate any act, but only makes actions consistent with it
easier and more pleasant.®* Hence for Aquinas the will’s free-
dom occurs entirely within the scope of its natural appetite;
for Scotus the will’s freedom is identified with an ability to
restrain its natural inclination (to self-perfection). Hence their
theories of why the will is free seem to influence their attitudes
toward natural inclinations; and their different attitudes to
natural inclinations seem to influence their ethical positions.®
These seem to be important differences, and perhaps they could

68 Cf.: “ Voluntas, quae est libera per essentiam.” (Secotus, Op. Oz., I, d.
17,q. 3, n. 5.

64 Cf. Scotus, Op. Ox., IV, d. 49, q. 10, vol. 21, 318

65 See note 1.
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justify calling Aquinas an “intellectualist” and Scotus a
“voluntarist (in that the will is less integrated with the rest
of the person for Scotus than it is for Aquinas).” ® Neverthe-
less, to use these terms with any other senses in order to di-
vide their positions would seem to me to be misleading.

Despite their theories about the source of the will’s free-
dom—an inherent property for Scotus, an indifference result-
ing from the will’s initial act given it by God together with its
relation to reason, for Aquinas—the fact remains that Aquinas
and Scotus agree on the fundamental tenet that, ultimately, in
a free choice it is an act of will that settles which alternative
will be pursued.

Partrick Ler
Center for Thomistic Studies
University of St. Thomas
Houston, Texas

66 While Aquinas calls the will a “ passive power” and Scotus ecalls it an
“active power,” this difference seems to be only verbal. What Aquinas
means by “passive” when speaking of operative powers is simply a power
whose object is related to it as measure of its immanent act (ep. 8T, I, q.
77, a. 3c. with ibid., q. 56, a. 1lc). Being specified by an object (hence “ pas-
sive” for Aquinas) is compatible with not being necessitated by the object.
Scotus, however, seems to take “ passive power” as meaning one for which
the object necessitates its act. See above, pp. 9-11.
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Introduction.

among Catholic moral theologians, a position he has

earned after two decades of reporting developments
in moral theology and articulating his often judicious moral
positions. He also stands as a principal partner in the dialogue
between Catholic and Protestant ethics. McCormick’s gradu-
ally emerging moral methodology and the ethical positions
which he takes have received mixed assessments. The litera-
ture abounds with supporters who praise him for contributing
to a nuanced and sensible aggiornamento in Catholic moral
thought and with opponents who accuse him of serious devia-
tion from the Catholic moral tradition.

I suspect that a weariness is developing in the debate over
(1) whether McCormick holds a strictly teleological theory of
moral justification; (2) whether such a theory is (a) com-
patible with Catholic moral teaching at least as far back as
Thomas Aquinas and (b) philosophically tenable; and (3)
whether the thrust of McCormick’s position will be to (a) un-
dermine a coherent Catholic morality or (b) make the entire
enterprise epistemologically more humble and honest.

Not wanting to enter the debate on any of these points, I
wish to probe McCormick’s moral methodology at amother,
and I think, neglected level. T would like to subject his posi-
tion, especially his employment of moral terminology and
moral notions, to an analysis which moral theologians often
fail to attend adequately to themselves, often at the expense of
the cogency of their positions. One cannot avoid the impres-
sion that the language of Catholic moral theology has in the
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recent past obscured rather than clarified Catholic moral
teaching. In addition to the magisterial use of Latin phrases,
the employment of scholastic distinctions unfamiliar to modern
folk contributes to the impression that Catholic moral theology
is written in a private language inaccessible to the unschooled.
My reading of McCormick is that he strives for clarity. At
the same time, he is acutely conscious of having been misun-
derstood at a fundamental level, namely, at the level of moral
terminology, which, in turn, has made his moral position
suspect.

MecCormick’s own moral methodology has been influenced
decisively by continental theologians Peter Knauer, Louis
Janssens, and Bruno Schiiller. It is their approaches, albeit
with refinements, which McCormick has adopted; consequent-
ly, an evaluation of their employment of moral terms and no-
tions applies to McCormick’s use of moral language as well. I
shall argue below that Catholic moral theology these days suf-
fers most from a lack of conceptual clarity that is perpetuated
by—and perhaps originates in—the ethical analysis by these
men. My modest contribution shall be to suggest why their
moral arguments potentially obscure and misstate the moral
issues at hand.

In a recent issue of the “ Notes” McCormick faults oppo-
nents for not understanding the distinction between “ moral
evil and “nonmoral ” (or “ premoral ” or “ ontic ™) evil. De-
fending the distinction he writes

For centuries Catholic theologians have referred to certain effects
of our conduct as mala physica, in contrast to mala moralia. For
example, what are we to call the killing that occurs in legitimate
self-defense? . . . Malum (mere) physicum was the traditional way
of describing such evils.

Contemporary theologians rightly think the world physicum is
almost invariably misleading, as suggesting and being restricted
to bodily harms and harms due to commission. The concept is
far broader. It includes not only harm to reputation, etc., but even
the imperfections and incompletions due to our limitations.?

1 “ Notes,” Theological Studies, Vol. 42, no. 1 (March, 1981}, p. 78.
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In a footnote to the same passage he again tries to clarify the
distinction: ‘

If my legitimate self-defense resulted in the killing of a person, that
killing would be classified as a nonmoral or ontic evil . . .

The distinction, he notes, has been “so badly misunderstood,
frequently distorted, firmly resisted.” What of this moral
terminology—which of course he has inherited from these
European moralists? I will argue that it contains serious mis-
conceptions and must be used very carefully, if not avoided
altogether.

Two centuries ago David Hume spawned a serious miscon-
ception by claiming that our moral perceptions do not depend
upon any “ matter of fact or real existence” (Treatise, Book
IIT, Part 1, Section I). Other moral philosophers have fol-
lowed suit, arguing that the ability to describe a human activ-
ity (its is-ness) bore no immediate relationship to making a
moral evaluation of it (its oughtness). The history of modern
moral philosophy has been one of attempting to correct the
mistaken judgments about the nature of morality which have
derived from the is-ought dichotomy. In what follows it will
become clear that McCormick and those moralists who have
influenced him are echoing the distinction that has plagued
our moral life and discourse ever since Hume. My analysis
and critique of the current distinction being made between
“moral ” and “nonmoral” will rely on Julius Kovesi’s excel-
lent analysis of the status of moral logic and language (Moral
Notions, 1967), perhaps the best refutation of the is-ought
distinction to be found.

Recall that McCormick aspires to reconcile two moral per-
spectives which he believes are only apparently opposed. From
the first perspective certain specifiable acts, if done intentional-
ly, are always morally wrong. Thus, if an act is accurately de-
scribed as “killing an innocent person” then its evaluation
as “murder” and “morally wrong” follow automatically.
Description and evaluation are not separable operations but
are done simultaneously. From the second perspective, act-de-
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scriptions (e.g., “killing an innocent person ™) are never suf-
ficient grounds for moral evaluations (e.g., the moral wrong-
ness implied by the term “ murder ”); rather, additional de-
liberation is necessary to determine whether there are reasons
to warrant either a positive or a negative moral evaluation.
McCormick wants to affirm both perspectives. The first per-
spective accurately reflects what happens much of the time:
act-evaluations follow almost automatically from act-deserip-
tions. But McCormick also supports the second perspective
from which moral justification can be done. In principle, he
argues, there is another step between description and evalua-
tion, a decision-making process he calls “ proportionate reason-
ing.” The latter requires a determination of our course of ac-
tion according to whether it produces or preserves a “ basic
human good” without sacrificing a more important human
good. If this can be done, an act is evaluated as “morally
right.”

Although I have already indicated that I would not enter
the debate concerning where McCormick belongs on the spec-
trum of moral teleologists, I must still remark in passing that
the two moral perspectives McCormick wants to pull together
cannot be merged because the first accepts a class of acts which
always merit moral condemnation (if done intentionally) and
the second does not. Although McCormick writes at length of
the “ virtually ” exceptionless prohibitions of certain acts,
it is never the nature of the acts themselves which makes
them morally wrong but the negative effects which they can be
expected to produce. As I conceive the matter, as long as a
weighing of anticipated good and evil plays a decisive role in
the moral evaluation of our acts, then there are no acts which
in principle merit simultaneous description and (negative)
moral evaluation (e.g., “killing an innocent person ” if done
intentionally is “ murder” and thus “morally wrong ) as is
presupposed by the first perspectives. It. is clear that Mc-
Cormick cannot hold both perspectives and is in fact a pro-
ponent of the second position. My immediate objection to his
position lies in the distinction he presumes between the de-
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scription and evaluation of moral acts. It is one of two dis-
tinctions that have contributed to muddled moral arguments.

McCormick’s advocacy of the second moral perspective re-
lies upon his adoption of certain moral concepts from Janssens,
Knauer and Schiiller, concepts that mislead and do not serve
MecCormick’s purposes well. Recall that by advocating the
second moral perspective McCormick is claiming that in prin-
ciple there is always more to moral evaluation than correctly
describing an act (the ““ more ” being a calculation of the pos-
sible good and evil consequences). Now McCormick is surely
right that judging a moral agent requires more than descrip-
tion. It will be necessary to examine the circumstances: per-
haps the agent was not fully responsible for his conduct or his
action was “inadvertent,” allowing for the agent to be excused
from full or even partial moral blame. But McCormick’s dis-
cussion of proportionate reasoning suggests that an act is first
of all morally neutral, neither morally right nor morally wrong
until its consequences can be assessed. In other words, acts are
“morally open ”—that is, they are open to more than one
moral evaluation. I will argue that there are human acts which
are not morally open in this sense and that to describe them is
also to evaluate them. By making the distinction between
“moral ” and “nonmoral ” (or “ontic” or “premoral ”) evil
and between act evaluation and description Janssens, Knauer,
Schiiller and McCormick are making the claim that the moral
evaluation of many acts remains an open question. While they
may be providing a necessary corrective to the excessive certi-
tude with which Catholic moral teaching is often advanced, I
believe that they are doing so at considerable expense to the
proper use of moral logic and language. These Catholic moral-
ists ought to be especially wary in light of the heavy price
moral philosophy has been paying ever since Hume made his
distinction.

Moral and Nonmoral Evils

In arguing that the directness or indirectness of an agent’s
intention is never the decisive factor for determining the moral
rightness of an act, McCormick writes
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.. . if there are higher values, and if they will be lost or threatened
unless one sacrifices the lesser values, and if this choice will not
subvert the relevant values in the long run, then what is wrong
with choosing, reluctantly to be sure, to do the nonmoral evil that
the greater good may be achieved? Is there a reasonable, defen-
sible alternative to this? If there is, I do not see it. This leads to
the conclusion that in those instances where nonmoral evil has
been viewed as justified because it is indirect, the psychological in-
directness was not radically decisive at all. What was decisive is
the proportionate reason for acting. Similarly, in those instances
that have traditionally been viewed as immoral because the in-
tentionality was direct, psychological directness itself is not de-
cisive. The immorality must be argued from lack of proportionate
reason.’

McCormick is not alone in making the distinction between
moral and nonmoral, but follows the lead of a number of other
Catholic moralists. For instance, William Van der Marck
maintains that physical acts alone are not decisive for moral
evaluation and that what is required is consideration of
whether or not an act is “ community-enhancing.” ®

Louis Janssens argues that there are two distinguishable
kinds of evil effects of human acts, ontic evil and moral evil.
The execution of a convicted criminal produces an ontic evil
(death) and is an ontically evil rather than morally evil act.
Likewise, killing an unjust aggressor in self-defense produces
an ontic evil but is not morally wrong. In the first instance,
the act of killing has been justified (though in many quarters
that is being questioned) for preserving the common good and
in the second instance for preserving one’s own life. But despite
Janssens’s copious quotation of Thomas what is noticeably ab-
sent from both Thomas Aquinas’s and subsequent accounts of

2“ The Ambiguity of Moral Choice,” in Doing Hvil to Achieve Good, ed. by
Richard MecCormick and Paul Ramsey. (Chicago: Loyola University Press,
1979), p. 41.

3Cf. Toward a Christien Hthic. There Van der Marck writes that the
evaluation of an act can only be made “after its human significance and con-
tent have been established,” and that “to call something ‘good’ or ‘evil’ is

. a highly pragmative statement that can be made only after the event,
after one has been able to establish the ‘results’ actually produced by the
action” (p. 61). '
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these moral issues are any references to an ““ontic ” evil being
occasioned by capital punishment or self-defense. Furthermore,
the killings involved are held to be justified exceptions to the
prohibition against killing rather than immoral acts. Nowhere
are they referred to as ““ontic” or “ non-moral ” acts.

What does Janssens mean by “ontic” evils? He does not
only mean negative states of human affairs such as the pain
resulting from cancer or being hit by a falling tree, and death
(“ which radically defeats our will to live ), but he sees ontic
evil as the result of universal human “ handicaps and short-
comings” and “ invincible ignorance and error which frustrate
the reason and the will.” That ontic evil is closely connected
to what human beings do to one another becomes apparent
when Janssens asserts that ontic evil exists because we are
mortals who are unable to be all things to all people and to
do everything we ought to do. This is, Janssens acknowledges,
“ our sinful situation,” which I suspect he would agree involves
more than simply evil which happened to us as part of our
condition as mortals but is something we actively bring about
by what we do (or neglect doing) to other people. After all,
St. Paul’s sorrow (Romans 7) for being unable to do the good
which he knew he ought to do is more than a recognition of
the human condition but is an acknowledgment of moral
failure.

What is the relationship between ontic. and moral evil and
how are we to evaluate the acts which produce them? Jans-
sens argues that while moral evil does produce ontie evil, ontic
evil does not entail moral evil. While he concedes that ontic
evil is significant because it is

harmful and detrimental to the development of individuals and
communities [about which] morality is chiefly concerned,*

he believes that a moral evil is present (and the act which
produced it is evaluated as immoral) only when the produc-
tion of the ontic evil is the ultimate object of an agent’s in-
tention. So unless an agent has as his primary intention to

4 “ Ontic Evil and Moral Evil,” Louvain Studies 4 (1972), pp. 67 and 69.
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bring about an ontic evil there is no moral evil present. Hence
according to Janssens, “ moral ” evil is a very small class of
evils and “ immoral > acts a narrow range of human acts.

Bruno Schiiller’s definition of an immoral act is an equally
narrow stipulation of moral evil. In his account, the only evil
that is surely moral stems from acts whose effect is to turn the
agent or others away from God. Thus, “leading another into
sin” and “ cooperating in the sin of another” are always
morally evil acts. Schiiller seems to have in mind only those
acts solely intended to turn us away from God (e.g. apostasy,
blasphemy) since all acts of hostility against other persons can
be construed as alienating us from God. Does this mean that,
strictly speaking, only acts directed against God are morally
evil? Schiiller would deny this, I am sure. Yet, he writes that
under certain circumstances the killing of innocent persons
may be a “nonmoral ” evil, depending on the presence or ab-
sence of a “commensurate reason” for doing such. Schiiller
places other acts (e.g. infidelity, lying and acts of injustice)
in the same light of moral neutrality as well.

The distinction McCormick makes between “moral” evil
and “nonmoral ” (or premoral or physical) evil is surely akin
to if not directly informed by Van der Marck, Janssens and
Schiiller. Like dJanssens, McCormick includes as nonmoral
evils not only illness, accident and death but also acts done by
human beings which have a significant impact on the welfare
of other human beings. What makes these acts nonmoral (in-
itially at least) from McCormick’s point of view is the fact
that they cannot be summarily evaluated for their human
meaning and moral significance. 'While we can describe “ what
happened ” as the producing of an evil effect, the evil has only
the status of “mnonmoral” until we consider two items: (1)
such act-features as circumstances, agent intentionality and
agent knowledge of what he was doing; and (2) the presence or
absence of a proportionate reason (the preservation of a good
of at least comparable value to the good not being preserved)
which’ would render the act and the evil it produced * non-
moral ” or *“ moral,” respectively.

< 2
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We are left with a number of senses in which an act may be
called “ moral ” or “ nonmoral ”: Janssens suggests the distinc-
tion rests on whether the agent’s ultimate intentionality is to
produce harm; Schiiller suggests that the only real moral evils
are those which cause irreversible alienation from God; Van
der Marck and McCormick suggest that moral evil is at hand
when no comparable moral good is being served. Schiiller’s
definition of “ moral ” has more to do with our relationship to
God (i.e. acts done directly against God which have the effect
of causing our (or another’s damnation) than with human re-
lationships. The other definitions are equally odd because they
miss the fact that a moral act and a moral evil effect are de-
fined as such because they are recognized as having a signifi-
cant impact upon other human beings. By creating the cate-
gory “nonmoral” in reference to these kinds of human acts
two confusions are likely to arise.

First, although acts need not necessarily be deseribed and
evaluated from a moral point of view (grounds such as eti-
quette, aesthetics and efficiency could also come into play)
what would it mean to describe “ nonmoral” or evaluate from
a nonmoral point of view? The fact that it did not pertain to
human beings? That it did not pertain to serious matters?
That an agent could not be held fully responsible for it? What
is suggested is that a range of human acts having serious ef-
fects on human beings, not only undesirable states of affairs
such as pain and death, but also acts which human beings do
to bring about these states, may be bracketed off from acts
legitimately described as moral. Obviously, McCormick does
not mean this, but only resorts to the term “ nonmoral ” to re-
fer to acts and the evils they produce which there is propor-
tionate reason for allowing. McCormick will respond that cer-
tainly the acts in question may properly be described as con-
cerning a moral matter, but that we do not necessarily evalu-
ate them as immoral from the agent “ perspective” (i.e., some-
thing to blame the agent for doing) because we need to know
more (e.g. did the agent intend it, was it unavoidable, was the
agent fully responsible ete.). What McCormick has in mind
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by “non-moral” is “not immoral under the circumstances.”
But what “nonmoral ” suggests is “ not in the moral arena at
all.”

A second and related misreading is liable to occur as well.
By suggesting that what is at some point a nonmoral (or pre-
moral) evil may become a moral evil, the misconception is
being created that at a “ preliminary ” stage of moral evalua-
tion there are only “brute facts” (to use Elisabeth Ans-
combe’s phrase) which, taken alone, have no moral significance
until certain moral criteria are introduced. Thus, it is being
erroneously suggested that description and evaluation are logi-
cally distinct operations which are done in that order.’

It may be most helpful at this point to ask why the distine-
tion has been viewed as an important one by a number of
Catholic moralists. An answer would seem to lie in an excess
of the manualist moral tradition which these moralists wish
to correct, namely, the excessive moral certitude with which
the manualists undertook moral evaluation. As a necessary
corrective, what is now being said is that certain moral acts
ought not to be given automatic moral condemnation, and that
another evaluative step, determining the “ proportionality ” of
the good and evil which is being brought about, must be done.
To which moral acts do they refer? While they do make pass-
ing references to killing, lying, stealing, etc., it is the issues of
birth control and sexual ethics in general where they think a
corrective is most needed.

Peter Knauer cites as the “severe ” moral position on con-
traception the one in which any form of artificial contraception
for any reason is immoral. That position, he argues, rests on
a misreading of Casti Connubii, which states that contracep-
tion is immoral when the conjugal act, by nature directed to
the procreation of offspring, is deprived of this natural mean-

5 McMormick implies this once more in a recent issue of the “Notes”:
“ Thus moral evil, in contrast to premoral evil, is understood in an objective
sense—as harm (deprivation, ete.) unjustifiably caused. But before we know
whether it is justifiably caused, it is said to be ontic, premoral, or nonmoral
evil.” Theological Studies, Vol. 43, no. 1 (March, 1982), p. 81, n. 33.
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ing and power by intention. What is being misread, argues
Knauer, is the sense of “ intention.” For if the “ commensurate
reason ” of intending to promote marital unity is present this
intention gives the act its moral meaning (and rightness).
Knauer writes that

In a case where there is a commensurate reason for the prevention
of pregnancy, the moral content of the act is not the fact of con-
traception but the nature of the commensurate reason.

He continues:

In ethics, care must be taken not to identify the physical or
psychological order directly with the moral order. A physical evil
may be caused or permitted and willed in a psychological sense,
and yet the act is not necessarily a moral evil. It is a moral evil
if the act has no commensurate reason but in its existential en-
tirety contradicts the value sought. It then becomes in a moral
sense contrary to nature.®

Here, then, is the distinction between a moral evil and a physi-
cal evil. Louis Janssens’s discussion of the moral-nonmoral dis-
tinction also takes as a primary example the morality of con-
traception. Given the dual ends of marital intercourse and the
need to promote both of these “goods,” he concludes:

Marital intercourse can be called neither moral nor immoral when
it is the object of a judgment which considers it without due re-
gard for its end. A moral evaluation is only possible if it is a study
of the totality of the conjugal act, viz., when one considers whether
or not the conjugal act (means) negates the requirements of love
and responsible parenthood.”

While Knauer, Janssens and a number of other Catholic
moralists who argue along the same lines may be right on the
issue of contraception, their arguments are tortuous and mis-
leading. Apparently the only effective strategy they can think
of to counter the sin-against-nature charge of the tradition
in the area of sexual ethics is to say not only that nature is

8 “The Principle of Double Effect,” Readings in Moral Theology, Number
One, ed. by Charles E. Curran and Richard McCormick, S.J. {New York:
Paulist Press), pp. 31-32.

7 “ Ontic Evil and Moral Evil,” pp. 72-73.
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no moral teacher but also that the issues are not moral ones
until we know more about them. A linguistic confusion is also
apparent. Although they refer to precisely the same thing,
Knauer distinguishes moral from physical acts while Janssens
makes the distinction between moral and immoral acts.

After demonstrating the distinction in the area of contracep-
tion, Janssens goes on to suggest that moral evaluation in other
(all other?) acts as well may find us mentioning “ moral ” evil
prematurely; having failed to consider adequately the end of
an act and the agent’s purposes, we now confuse “moral”
and “ontic” evil. Janssens argues, for example, that simply
to equate ““ saying something which is not true ” with “lying”
would involve an insufficiently discriminating moral judgment.

Originally applied to sexual morality, the distinction has
been generalized to apply to all other moral categories, includ-
ing acts once judged to be intrinsically wrong (e.g., the killing
of innocents). MecCormick recently insisted that we keep
straight the difference between “ evaluative” terms and “ des-
criptive ” terms. There are, he wrote, only a few value terms
(“ compound value terms,” he calls them) which “ contain
their own negative moral evaluation.” ® From the acts he lists
which do not contain their own evaluation, we can conclude
that there are few value terms indeed. He says

. . individual actions independent of their morally significant cir-
cumstances (e.g., killing, contraception, speaking falsehood, sterili-
zation, masturbation) cannot be said to be intrinsically morally
evil as this term has been used by tradition and the recent
magisterium.?

It is my fear that if we take the moral-nonmoral evil distinc-
tion and apply it to issues beyond contraception and sexual
conduct we will create serious misconceptions both in moral
discourse and moral practice, especially in the area of life-
taking.

To see why this is the case, let us consider McCormick’s

8 “ Notes on Moral Theology,” Theological Studies, Vol. 43, no. 1 (Mareh,
1982), p. 84.
9 Ibid.
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reliance upon the distinction in discussing the issue of killing
non-combatants in wartime. McCormick has taken great pains
to clear up what he views as a misinterpretation of his earliest
position. If T understand him correctly, McCormick first
argued that killing noncombatants is immoral because in the
long run the practice would undermine respect for internation-
al law and thereby jeopardize future noncombatants. To kill
in this instance would be “a capitulation to and encourage-
ment of a type of injustice which in the long run would render
more lives vulnerable.”** McCormick viewed the prohibition
as “virtually exceptionless” because we cannot, in practice
though not in theory, avoid these disproportionately harmful
effects. This seemed as close as McCormick would come to
claiming that certain acts are wrong by their very nature.
When McCormick’s explanation for the wrongness of killing
noncombatants came under heavy criticism by other Chris-
tian moralists, he tried to meet their charges of “ utilitarian-
ism ” by refining his position. XKilling noncombatants, he
wrote recently, is unexceptionally prohibited because the dis-
proportion of evil over good is “intrinsic.”** This is so, he
argued, because there are a number of interdependent and in-
separably connected “ basic human goods” which constitute
a sine qua non of human flourishing. Life is one of the most
basic; to attack it is to undermine the others as well. So now he
speaks of an “ intrinsic disproportion.”

MecCormick’s latest argument may be conceding more than
his theory of proportionality allows if that theory of moral
justification is to cover all areas of moral judgments. For he
now acknowledges a cluster of moral goods or values that dic-
tate the moral norm prohibiting the killing of an innocent per-
son. Has not McCormick rightly identified life as the most
basic good, the sine qua non for the realization of other human
goods? Does this not vitiate a maxim which McCormick would
also wish to defend (* Only kill an innocent person if a value

10 “ The Ambiguity of Moral Choice,” p. 33c. :
11 “ Notes on Moral Theology,” Theological Studies 40 (1979), p. 61.
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weightier than his or her life will be preserved by so doing )
since there is no value commensurate with life itself?

In a commentary on McCormick’s methodology, Cahill de-
fends her treatment of this moral issue and sees no difficulty
with a weighing of the values at stake as the proper moral
methodology. She concludes:

If the principle of noncombatant immunity can be absolute, it is
not because premoral evil (killing) can be absolutely prohibited,
but because moral evil can, and the principle specifies a dispro-
portionate value relation, that is, a moral evil. Discussion about
the viability of this prohibition should revolve around the rela-
tive gravity of the values at stake, and their relation to the greatest
good, God.*2

Do we, in fact, need to discuss the “ viability ” of this pro-
hibition? Many statements made by Cahill, McCormick and
others make the relationship between description and evalua-
tion too distant. Note how ambiguous the prohibition is in the
following statement:

4 b4

‘ Killing noncombatants’ is not a value term in the sense that
‘murder’ is, but it is more than a premoral term like ‘ homicide.”
It contains a description of a situation in which killing takes place,
and therefore enables a judgment expressed in a norm.

Cahill is of course correct that our moral estimation of the
variety of human acts is closely tied to our descriptions of
those acts. For it is by getting the meaning of acts right that
we are able to say whether they are right or wrong. Moral re-
flection is such a demanding (and frustrating) enterprise just
because there are so many different human acts requiring our
evaluation and there are no simple formulae for judging them
all. Yet, over time, communities have come to formulate par-
ticular moral notions, based on their wants, needs, and inter-
ests, to assist in evaluating acts from the moral point of view.
Let us examine the killing of noncombatants in light of the

12Lisa Sowle Cahill, “ Within Shouting Distance: Paul Ramsey and
Richard McCormick on Method,” The Journal of Medicine and Philosophy,
Vol. 4, no. 4 (December, 1979), p. 409.

18 Ihid.
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moral notions that we, as a community of moral discourse,
possess.

Moral Notions and Descriptions of Acts

In the above pages I have examined the way a number
of human acts (e.g., adultery, killing noncombatants, lying,
contraception and masturbation) have been discussed by con-
temporary moral theologians. I have not entered the debate
over whether the moral significance they ascribe to certain
acts is consistent with the meaning the earlier Catholic tradi-
tion aseribed to such acts. I am more interested in examining
how it is we come to possess certain moral notions and are then
able to recognize certain acts as requiring moral approval or
blame. I rely upon the analysis of Julius Kovesi, which pro-
vides a clear account of how moral notions arise, how they
are distinguished from other notions, and the limits within
which moral notions function.* Kovesi’s analysis helps us to
see why the nonmoral-moral distinction and the distinction be-
tween “ description” and “evaluation” of human acts are
conceptually misleading if not properly understood. I will illus-
trate my discussion of moral notions by considering the acts
of lying and killing. I will then argue why killing noncombat-
ants in wartime is an act displaying the same morally signifi-
cant feature as the notion of murder and is, therefore, an act
having the same negative moral evaluation.

Contemporary moral analysis sometimes suggests that our
moral notions are different from notions about the physical
world because moral notions “evaluate” reality while the
other notions * describe” it. Hence, our notions of * tables”
and “lying ” are alleged to be different kinds of notions be-
cause the former involves straightforward perception and the
latter, interpretation. But Kovesi correctly points out that
recognizing an object as a table and an act as a lie requires
first that we know what makes an object and an act what they
are (a table, a lie) and second that we are able to see an ob-

14 Moral Notions (New York: Humanities Press, 1967).
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ject or act we encounter as displaying those features especially
relevant to tables and lying.

Kovesi distinguishes between two elements in all of our no-
tions, the material and the formal, both of which must be un-
derstood in order to comprehend and to use notions correctly.
The material elements of a notion “table” include the great
variety of physical materials and designs by which a table can
be made. The formal element of the notion “table” answers
the question, What purposes do tables serve? (or, What is their
point?) thus enabling us to say what will count as a table de-
spite the many varieties of table constructions. Likewise, there
are various ways of being false in speech (the material ele-
ment of the notion of lying) but only when we have grasped
the point of or reason for lying (the formal element) are we
able to recognize a particular instance of lying and call it by
the right name. While stressing that the material and formal
elements are “ one pair of concepts,” Kovesi emphasizes the
- centrality of the formal element, saying

. without [it] there is just no sense in selecting, out of many
others, those features of a thing or an act that constitute it as that
thing or act. Not only is there no sense in selecting those features,
but some of those features simply would not exist at all, e.g. in the
case of inadvertent acts there just would not be a by-product of
an act [without a formal element having as its point “inadvert-
ence ”]. That without the formal element we cannot see the sense
of selecting the material elements is especially important in con-
nection with our moral notions. For the contemporary distinction
between ‘evaluation’ and ‘ description’ sometimes assumes that
facts just are outside in the world waiting for us to recognize
them, and that evaluation consists in selecting some facts on

‘ purely factual grounds’ and then expressing our attitudes toward
them, or making a decision about them.?s

What distinguishes moral notions from other notions is not
that moral notions evaluate acts while the latter only describe
them. The prominent feature of moral notions is that their
formal features are different. They are about reality as it per-
tains to us in a particular way. Kovesi notes

15 Kovesi, p. 24.
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In the case of our moral and social life . . . it is our wants and
needs, aspirations and ideals, interests, likes and dislikes that pro-
vide the very material for the formation of our notions.!®

This is the subject matter from which our moral notions arise.
The raison d’etre of moral notions is our desire “to avoid or
promote something, excuse or blame people for certain hap-
penings or acts. .. .”* Furthermore, our moral notions have
been formed to reflect the wants, needs and interests of any-
body, and the “function and purpose of these notions in our
lives must be such that anybody should be able to and would
want to use them in the same way and for the same pur-
pose.”

This being the case, contemporary references to acts or evils
as “non-moral ” contain a two-fold misunderstanding. First,
it is incorrect to speak of acts as governed by “ nonmoral ” no-
tions (prior to coming under moral evaluation) which are only
descriptive. All of our notions about the world assist us in
correctly identifying objects and acts. Whether we are identi-
fying objects as tables or acts as lies, we are evaluating reality.
Hence, our use of both moral and other notions involves us in
evaluating, although from differing points of view. Second,
since our wants, needs, and interests as well as our need to
ascribe blame or excuse are closely associated with these al-
legedly “ nonmoral ” acts and evils, such acts and evils are sub-
ject to moral evaluation from the beginning or ““ automatical-
ly.” Let me explain further why this must be the case.

The Misuse of Moral Notions

Confusion can arise in our use of moral notions if we mis-
apprehend either their material or formal elements. For ex-
ample, if I fail to tell my dector about my allergy to penicillin
and I die from the penicillin he prescribes for an infection, he
cannot be said to have “ murdered ” me. Because of the lack

18 Kovesi, p. 53.
17 Kovesi, p. 15.
18 Kovesi, p. 57.



360 MICHAEL X. DUFFY

of the formal element of his intention to kill me, the prescrib-
ing of penicillin cannot count as a material element of “ mur-
der.” On the other hand, to err in the use of the formal ele-
ment would be for an individual to acknowledge that while he
intentionally killed an innocent person, it is not morally wrong
for him to have done so. What gives the variety of ways in
which killing is done the form murder is that the life of an in-
nocent person has been intentionally taken. It is the presence
of that formal feature, the “point” of murdering, which
renders an act displaying that feature wrong and blame-
worthy. To the extent that we comprehend both the material
and formal elements of the moral notion “murder” we are
able to use it to describe certain acts (which of course includes
a moral appraisal of them). Obviously, we readily recognize
both of the above violations of a moral notion. But there are
other ways in which confusion can arise in our use of moral
notions. To this I now turn.

So significant is the act of killing that in addition to the no-
tion of “murder” other moral notions exist to deal with the
variety of acts of life-taking. For each notion there is a dif-
ferent formal element present “ shaping the life and use of our
term,” ** which range from one specifying full blame (murder),
to specifying degrees of excusability (e.g., killing in self-de-
fense, killing while not in a rational state), to specifying no
blame (e.g. capital punishment, accidental killing). This
variety of formal elements reflects our social need to make
moral discriminations. They have been formulated as a result
of a slowly emerging consciousness concerning what kinds of
killing will and will not be tolerated.

If the act of killing noncombatants has been judged “in-
trinsically ” or “ unexceptionally” wrong for many centuries
in Western societies, as I believe it has, it is because such an
act shares the same formal element as the notion of * murder.”
Quite simply, the term “ noncombatants > has the force of * in-
nocent persons.” The innocence of the victim and the inten-

19 Kovesi, p. 15.
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tionality of the agent combine to be the central formal feature
of both. When McCormick classifies the act of killing noncom-
batants as “ nonmoral ” (until it becomes clear that no more
valuable “basic human good ” is being served) he suggests
that something else about the act—some fact not yet speci-
fied—must be known in order to make a moral judgment. In
principle, it is implied, no formal element like * intentionally
killing innocents ” immediately evaluates an act, allowing us to
say, “ Ah, this is an instance of murder and, thus, is wrong to
do (or to have done)!” When Cazhill says that ¢ killing non-
combatants’ is not a value term in the sense that ‘ murder’
is, but is more than a premoral term like ¢ homicide ’” she sug-
gests that there is no moral notion quite covering cases like
killing noncombatants. But our variety of moral notions about
killing do cover this instance, and “ murder ” seems to cover it
quite adequately. Killing noncombatants is never a premoral
act, since that would mean that it had no meaning, i.e., that
we possessed no specified formal element applying to it. Our
most significant moral acts are not so neutral, waiting for us
to load them up with a moral meaning by finding a relevant
moral notion. The notions are already present, or no moral
discourse could exist, no moral reality be present.

Perhaps McCormick and others are only saying that in many
areas of moral judgment we have too hastily identified the
morally relevant facts and have excluded others as irrelevant.
Their point is worth heeding in our reflections on sexual con-
duct and birth control. Seldom are our moral notions about
such matters “ complete.”

Complete and Open Moral Notions

It is necessary to distinguish between open and complete
moral notions. The formal element of an open moral notion
does not tell us all that we need to know to declare acts al-
ways morally wrong. Open moral notions require further spe-
cification to enable us to make moral judgments of cases cov-
ered by such notions. Lying is such a notion since although we
say that lying is wrong, we admit that under certain circum-
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stances it would be justifiable (e.g., verbal deception in order
to save someone from a crazed pursuer). Hauerwas observes:

The great majority of our moral notions are [open ones] as our
everyday experience does not require the rigor of definiteness en-
visaged in the idea of completeness.?®

Open moral notions function like challenges, obliging us to cite
more relevant facts to justify our acts.

Complete moral notions, on the other hand, have definite
formal elements sufficient for us to make moral judgments. We
do not need to specify acts covered by complete moral notions
to determine their wrongness. To say that murder is wrong
only serves to remind us of our consensus about murder and to
call a specific act “murder ” describes a particular act having
the formal and material features of murder. Calling an act
“ murder ” precludes the possibility that other facts could arise
which would allow us to judge the act as morally right. Again
Hauerwas notes:

. . . the more basic a moral notion is in regard to the significance
of our lives together the more it tends to be a complete notion. For
example murder, even in our common-sense usage, is a rather com-
plete moral notion. . . . because killing is such a significant human
act we have learned by experience how important it is to under-
stand it rightly.®

I have reminded readers that murder is a complete moral
notion and, further, that killing noncombatants is covered by
the notion of murder because of the status of noncombatants.
May I suggest further why these notions are well-formed in
order to avoid any misconceptions about and misuses of them.
One of the most powerful arguments for “ holding the line”
against attempts to reevaluate the morality of several cate-
gories of killing is made by the moral philosopher Philip
Devine. Recognizing the high regard for human life which is
covered in our social norms and language, Devine argues sim-

20 “ Sjtuation Ethics, Moral Notions, and Moral Theology,” p. 21, in his
Vision and Virtue (Notre Dame, Ind., 1974).
21 Hauerwas, pp. 21-22.
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ply that members of the human species, which includes “ per-
sons ” however they be defined, ought to be protected and pre-
served because they have “ interest ” and “ desires ” for certain
“goods ” which should be respected and which cannot be real-
ized if human beings are dead.”* After examining the various
philosophical reasons given for the moral wrongness of killing
human beings, Devine offers a simpler explanation In two
theses:

(1) Acts of homicide are prima facie wrong because they are acts
of homicide, and not for any supposedly more fundamental
reason, such as that they tend to produce disutility or are un-
just or unkind.

(2) . .. it is not possible to determine by calculation whether a
given life is worth living or not. This means not only that
the ‘ rational suicide ’ defended by many utilitarians is impos-
sible, but also that our ordinary desire to go on living cannot
be explained as based on a calculation that we are on the
whole better off alive than dead.?

I do not see how Devine’s reasoning could be defeated. It is
supported by a number of other philosophers, most succinctly
by R. E. Ewin’s remark about the observable structure of our
moral world, that “ our concepts are the way they are because
the world is the way it is and because people believe, want, and
need what they believe, want, and need.” ** This is not a rhe-
torical flourish, but a recognition that we have certain moral
notions and that we need those notions or we could not exist
as a society. (To claim that we need certain moral notions
does not mean that their primary function is one of social
utility.) Nor is it the case that we might have had another
set of moral notions and moral rules derived from them.

22 The Ethics of Homicide (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978). For
Devine, interests entail rights. I do not follow Devine in claiming that be-
cause human beings have interests they therefore have rights. While I do
think there is a “claim ” present, I find the language of “rights” inappro-
priate although Devine has the support of many contemporaries in using the
legal notion of rights.

28 Devine, p. 11.

24“ What is Wrong with Killing People?” Philosophical Quarterly 22
(1972), p. 130.
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What can be said of “ nonmoral ” notions? First, we must
be careful not to mistake either open or complete moral no-
tions for “nonmoral” ones. Moral notions, both open and
complete, are formed from the point of view of the wrongness
of acts. An act is wrong which is correctly described by both
complete and open moral notions, except that in cases covered
by open moral notions certain facts might sometimes render
acts morally right. Nevertheless, moral notions are formed
from the point of view of the wrongness and blameworthiness
of acts. Nonmoral notions of human acts also require more
facts, but not in the same way open moral notions may. Here
is the second thing we need to recognize about “nonmoral ”
notions: nonmoral notions by themselves never deseribe human
acts. They only describe physical features of human acts. In
this sense they are “ nonmoral,” that is, neither right nor wrong
under their description. Further description, from the moral
point of view, is necessary. Clearly, it would serve no one’s in-
terests to use nonmoral notions extensively. We need—and
want—to get to the heart of the matter in our speech. De-
scribing only one dimension of a human act does not serve our
needs; in fact, to speak of acts in nonmoral terms is to con-
strue acts in an unrelated way, unrelated to their human mean-
ing and significance. Hence, nonmoral notions of human acts
are not part of our moral language—at least not until moral
theologians and philosophers have recently tried to import
them.

I hope my point is clear: the moral-nonmoral distinction,
like the description-evaluation one, is not real. “ Nonmoral ”
notions are an empty set, just as the distinction between “ de-
scribing the way things are ” and “ evaluating reality from the
point of view of my attitudes, likes, dislikes” is nonsense.
Kovesi is surely right in both what he denies and affirms:

... 1t [is not] the case that moral judgments express our attitudes,
decisions or even evaluations of a different world, the world of
our interpersonal life, for without moral notions there would be

nothing to express an attitude to, nothing to make a decision
about, nothing to evaluate.?

25 Kovesi, p. 148.
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Since moral language shapes the realities to which it refers,
if we were to use that language in an unusual way we would
either be accused of not knowing the rules for its proper use
(material and formal features) or of attempting to change
both our public language and the moral reality to which it
refers. For this reason moral commentators must be careful
in their treatment of formal and material elements, open and
complete moral notions and “nonmoral ”* notions. There has
been a tendency in contemporary ethics to regard certain com-
plete notions as open ones and to create another category, the
“ nonmoral,” whereby a number of acts are removed from the
moral purview. MecCormick and the other moralists 1 have
examined may respond that I have misunderstood what they
intend by their moral terminology. I can only respond that
the use of language is very important. They must say what
they mean in such a way that others will know what they
mean.

My limited task has been to examine the use of a distinction
that has borne much weight in the contemporary debate over
moral methodology and specific moral problems. Calling an
act or an evil “nonmoral ” intends to make the point that
certain moral judgments and norms need to be subjected to
more data and testings. That is a point worth making. But
we should not make it by using a peculiar distinction leading
those who read and hear it to conclude that description and
evaluation are separate functions and that the “nonmoral
and “moral ” are distinct realms. What that invariably leads
to is the conclusion that moral conceptions do not arise out of
human life and action so much as they impose a meaning upon
human activity. McCormick, I am sure, would not want to
contribute to that conclusion. My hope is that he will want to
avoid language which leads to such a misinterpretation of the
moral life.

A final observation concerns the agenda of Catholic moral
theology. While Catholic moral theology seeks to be more
theologically related, it nevertheless retains its commitment to
being catholic. Its desire to speak to all requires a philosophi-
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cal mode of speaking. Catholic moralists need not become
moral philosophers to do so. Nonetheless, they must be fa-
miliar with the philosophers’ efforts to clarify moral language
and concepts. If moral theologians are familiar with the vari-
ous versions of the is-ought distinction that have held our no-
tions of morality captive and are appreciative of recent efforts
at releasing us from them they will proceed more cautiously in
developing their ethical arguments.

Micuaen K. Durrey
Marquetie University
Milwaukee, Wisconsin



KARL RAHNER ON MATERIALITY AND
HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

(o ]

T IS DIFFICULT to think of any recent Christian theo-
logians who have denigrated the materiality of human
existence deliberately and in a straight-forward manner.
Nevertheless, in as far as Christian theologians entertain

the possibility of a connection between human finitude and the
need for redemption, a certain ambivalence towards human
materiality and its consequences often remains.

Karl Rahner presents an example of this ambivalent stance
towards human materiality. The first part of this essay will
provide a discussion of Rahner’s use of the concept of material-
ity in his metaphysics of human knowledge. The second part
of the essay will show that Rahner’s anthropology, as found
in his metaphysics, contains two strands of argumentation
which define the limitations of human materiality in different
ways. One of these strands of argumentation seems to affirm
that human materiality is essential and good, whereas the
other strand seems to deny the goodness and the permanence
of human materiality.

I

Materiality functions as an important concept in Rahner’s
metaphysics of human knowledge." Rahner uses materiality in

1 Rahner explains his metaphysics of knowledge in the greatest detail in
Spirit in the World. Our quotations will be from the English translation by
William Dych, S.J. (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968.) The original
German edition is Geist in Welt (Munich: Kosel-Verlag, 1957.)

We will also refer to sections of Hearers of the Word which deal with the
implications of materiality for human knowing and existence. Qur quota-
tions from this book will be, where possible, from A4 Rahner Reader, edited
and translated by Gerald A. McCool (New York: The Seabury Press, 1975)
and where not, from the English translation, Hearers of the Word, translated

367



368 TIINA ALLIK

order to explain such limitations of human knowledge as re-
ceptivity, spatiality and temporality, and potentiality.

1. Materiality is an explanation for the receptivity of human
knowledge.

Rahner starts out with the assumption that knowing and
being are one, adds to that the fact that human knowing is in
fact receptive, and ends up with the concept of human ma-
teriality.

The problem that Rahner deals with in Chapter 10 of
Hearers of the Word, “ Man as a Material Essence,” and in
large portions of Spirit in the World is the following: if knowl-
edge is defined as self-presence, how can one conceptualize
human knowledge, which is receptive? Materiality is part of
the solution to this problem, because “the materiality of the
human existent thing is conceived as something that knows
itself in the receptive knowledge of things.” *

The problem of the seeming contradiction between the essen-
tial nature of knowing and the fact that human knowing is re-
ceptive is set up by the fact that Rahner conceptualizes human
knowledge on the basis of a model which is a conceptualiza-
tion of God’s knowledge.* He starts out with the presupposi-
tion that knowing, in its essence, is the being-present-to-itself
of the knowing subject. Thus knowing is perfectly actualized
only in God. The cause of God’s knowledge of other existing

by Michael Richards (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969.) The original
German edition is Horer des Wortes (Munich: Kosel-Verlag, 1963.)

2 Hearers of the Word, p. 135. (German edition, p. 167.)

8 Rahner conceives of the problem of the metaphysics of knowledge as the
problem of demonstrating that there is indeed a gap between the subject and
the object and that human knowing is consequently receptive. It is well to
keep in mind that this is exactly the reverse of what is usually seen as the
basic problematic in epistemology. He sees himself as following St. Thomas
in this regard: “for the Thomistic metaphysics of knowledge the problem
does not lie in bridging the gap between knowing and object by a ‘bridge’
of some kind: such a ‘gap’ is merely a pseudo-problem. Rather the prob-
lem is how the known, which is identical with the knower, can stand over
against the knower as other, and how there can be a knowledge which re-
ceives another as such.” (Spirit in the World, p. 75. [German edition, p. 88.])
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beings is always his own essence. He knows other beings
through his eternal knowledge of himself. Human knowledge,
on the other hand, is receptive. The initial cause of the human
person’s knowledge of anything is always other than the self.
Human persons are present to themselves, i.e., know them-
selves, only through meeting other things in the world. In
Rahner’s language, one can return to oneself only through
going out into the world.

Rahner wants to preserve both sides of human knowing—
both the assumption that human knowing conforms to the
basic structure of knowing as self-presence and also the fact
that human knowing is in fact receptive. What he needs is
an ontological category that is an aspect of the human per-
son—that is a being present, not to the human subject him-
or herself, but to something else. This other ontological cate-
gory cannot be being, since, given Rahner’s definition of being,
it would be the cause of knowledge of itself and not of some-
thing else. Instead it must be another kind of ontological re-
ality, which is nevertheless a real part of the human person.
“This ‘something else’ is thus the subjective possibility of
‘having being.’ . . . That is, it is not itself in a state of actual
‘having being.” Accordingly, man’s being is the being of an
empty, unspecific, subjective possibility of being that is really
distinct from actual ‘ having being.’”* Thus Rahner modifies
the perfect self-presence of absolute being by describing one
aspect of the ontological reality of the human person as poten-
tial self-presence to another.

This ‘ something else’ that is essential to the structure of
the human person as a receptive knower is, according to
Rahner, equivalent to the Thomistic concept of matter. The
being of the human person is actualized when the unspecified
possibility of the human person, which is matter, is informed,
not only in the sense that the basic constitution of the human
person as an existent being can be conceptualized as the form
of the soul informing the matter of the body, but also in the

4 Hearers of the Word, pp. 123-124; (German edition, pp. 152-153.)
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sense that the receptive act of knowledge of the human per-
son can be conceptualized as an informing of the material
aspect of the person. Rahner would maintain that matter, de-
fined as the basis of the possibility of receptive knowing, is
equivalent to matter, as it is defined by St. Thomas when he
says that the body, in relationship to the soul, can be under-
stood as prime matter, ““ the empty, real possibility of being.”*

2. Materiality explains inner-worldly causality, which is a
precondition for receptive knowledge.

Another way that Rahner argues for the necessity of the
materiality of human knowing is by starting from the fact of
inner-worldly °real-ontological’ influence and showing that
materiality is a precondition for inner-worldly causality, which
is itself a precondition for receptive knowledge.

This line of argument is also an answer to the objection that
the equation that Rahner has made between the thing other
than the knower, that must exist in receptive knowledge, and
the thing other than the knower, “in relation to which the
knower exists ontologically and in which he is supposed to
subsist,” is purely verbal. Rahner presents this objection in
the following way:

One might think that we had wrongly denoted two totally diff-
erent things by one and the same phrase, “ the thing other than
the knower,” in which the knower is understood as existing and
as knowing in like manner. It is true that the other thing known
is a determination of the object that is distinct from the knower,
whereas the “ thing other than the knower,” in relation to which
the knower exists ontologically and in which he is supposed to
subsist, is the materia prima.

Rahner overcomes this objection by showing that * the effect
of one existent thing upon another which subsequently results
in the substantial constitution of both the active thing and of
the thing that it determines, is the reality of the active thing
itself.” ¢

&5 Hearers of the Word, p. 125. (German edition, p. 154.) '
6 Hearers of the Word, p. 136. (German edition, p. 168.)
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In other words, what must be shown is that the action of the
mover and the action of the moved are identical, even though
they may be distinguished by logical analysis. The only way
in which they can be identical is if there exists a neutral, un-
specified area of possibility, which is in fact what matter is.

The region of the possibility of the contact between the mover
and the moved is the non-specific, empty, and yet real possibility
which utterly permeates all material essences .. .7

Thus materiality is necessary for inner-worldly causality to
take place. And it is also necessary in order for both kinds of
‘ otherness’ to be more than verbally identical.

Without this common medium of an empty “being other ” which
in itself is one, it would not be possible for specific uniqueness with
respect to “ quidditas ” to be at once that which is proper to the
active agent and that of the other that is determined.?

If one applies this model to human knowing, the active agent
is the object known by the subject and the other that is de-
termined is the knowing subject. The knowing subject could
not be externally determined by the known object, i.e., could
not know in this ontologically defined kind of way, unless it
were material.

The answer to the objection is ultimately based on Rahner’s
assumption that being and knowing are one, though seen from
a slightly different angle. The way in which the matter of the
subject, in which the essence of the subject constitutes itself,
is external to the subject even though it is, in another sense,
part of the subject, is not very different from the way in which
the known object is external to the subject, even though, in
order to be known, it must modify the interior of the subject.
These two kinds of externality are really not so different, be-
cause the nature of knowing is not very different from the na-
ture of being what one is essentially. The ontological constitu-
tion of the knowing subject, in itself, is analogous to the struc-
ture of its relations with the world, precisely because the

7 Hearers of the Word, p. 137. (German edition, p. 169.)
8 Hearers of the Word, p. 138. (German edition, p. 170.)
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human spirit is constituted as spirit by going outside itself
and can gain knowledge of itself only through its knowledge of
external objects.

Rahner’s demonstration that matter is necessary for inner-
worldly causality is thus also a demonstration of the necessity
of matter for the constitution of human persons, regardless of
their relations with external objects. In fact, it does not seem
that relations with external material objects would be possi-
ble, unless the human person were inherently, in and of itself,
material. That would seem to be the meaning of the material-
ity that is asserted to be a precondition for receptive human
knowledge. The intimate connection, if not identity, of the
materiality of human persons, as it is defined in terms of the
relations of human persons with external objects in the world,
and as it is defined in terms of the essential constitution of
human persons as bodily beings, is revealed by the fact that
Rahner’s description of the aspects of the essential constitu-
tion of the human person which are due to materiality borrows
to a great extent from vocabulary that is primarily applicable
to the external world and not so obviously applicable to the
structure of the human person as such. This is particularly
evident in Rahner’s discussion of spatiality and materiality.

3. Materiality explains human spatiality and temporality.

According to Rahner, materiality is the basis for both human
spatiality and temporality. It is the basis for spatiality in the
sense that it is the principle of the possible repetition of the
same form, and thus the basis of number and quantity because
it makes possible multiples of the same unit. But materiality
is also the basis for the spatiality of the individual material
being within itself.

Now the repetition of the same within one and the same thing is
nothing but its spatiality, its being innerly affected by quantity,
the real diversity of the same thing within its unity. Thus we may

say: a being whose innermost make-up contains matter as an
inner essential principle is spatial.?

9 A Rahner Reader, pp. 52-53. (Hearers of the Word, pp. 130-131. German
edition, p. 162.)
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In a similar way, matter is the basis for the temporality of
the individual material being. This is so first of all because
matter’s potential for determination is never exhausted, no
matter how many times a certain kind of ¢ whatness’ or quid-
dity is repeated in the material world. Thus the material world
always remains to some degree potential and consequently also
in a state of becoming. This applies to the individual in the
material world because the individual material being is also
always potential, to the degree that it is material, and is al-
ways in motion towards new determinations of its potentiali-
ties. Since the possible realizations of matter’s unlimited po-
tentialities partially exclude one another, the totality of pos-
sible realizations of potentialities is never given at once. The
total realization of the possibilities of an individual material
being is possible only in a succession of moments, i.e., in time.
In this way, a material being is intrinsically temporal. As
Rahner puts it, “temporality is meant here in the original
sense, not as the extrinsic measure of the thing, but as the
inner protracting of the thing itself in the realized totality of
its possibilities.” *°

Spatiality and temporality seem to be a kind of complexity
which is the direct result of materiality, and they also seem to
constitute an essential many-layeredness of the human person.
Rahner argues that materiality is a necessary condition for re-
ceptive knowledge and the conclusion of his argument is not
only that materiality opens the human person to possible de-
terminations from the outside world, which is necessary for
Rahner’s ontologically oriented epistemology, but that mate-
riality also makes human persons, within themselves, essential-
ly non-simple, i.e., stretched out over both time and space so
that all the potentialities of the human person are never pres-
ent “in the same place,” on the same level, nor at the same
time.

It is interesting to note that, according to Rahner, one of

104 Rahner Reader, p. 53. (Hearers of the Word, pp. 131-132. German
edition, p. 163.)
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the reasons that all the possible determinations of a material
being cannot be present at the same time and place is that
some of them are mutually exclusive. It seems that materiality
is the basis for the possibility of conflict within the human per-
son. If one were to relate this to psychoanalytic concepts, one
might say that the possibility of dynamic conflict within the
person, between what is conscious and what is not, i.e., the
possibility that one portion of psychie content can be pushed
to another level or transformed in some kind of way because
it conflicts with another portion of psychic content, is pro-
vided by a kind of structural diversity within the human per-
son. For Rahner, it seems that one hand can possibly not know
what the other hand is doing because the human person is
stretched out in space and time.

4. Materiality explains the potentiality of human beings and
their knowledge.

As we have already seen in our discussion of human spatial-
ity and temporality, materiality also creates a conception of
the human person which includes the ideas of potentiality and
becoming.

Andrew Tallon, for whom this conceptualization of the
human person is very welcome, discusses this aspect of Rah-
ner’s metaphysics in “ Rahner and Personization”* and
“ Personal Becoming.” ** He sees it as a positive step that Rah-
ner conceives of the human person as a potential entity which
must actualize itself and which is, as part of its essential na-
ture, in a process of becoming. The classical definitions of
¢ person’ have usually made every human being automatically
a person, leaving no room for becoming a person through the
historical actualization of possibilities within the person. This
is because the human person was for a long time defined in

11 Andrew Tallon, “ Rahner and Personization,” Philosophy Today, Volume
14 (1970), pp. 44-52.

12 Andrew Tallon, “ Personal Becoming,” The Thomist, Volume 43 (1979),
pp. 1-177. i
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terms of substance and consciousness, whereas contemporary
philosophy tends to deal more with the relations of a person
to other beings and human freedom. In the latter kinds of
definitions of personhood, greater attention is paid to the po-
tentialities of the person. The actions of persons themselves
are necessary for their becoming persons, and their relation-
ships with others, which are not given immediately and all at
one time but rather must develop, are essential to the process
of fulfilling personhood.

In Tallon’s discussion of Rahner, it is crucial that human
finitude results in human materiality and not the other way
around,*® but the fact of the finitude of the human spirit is
not enough to explain why becoming is an essential feature of
human existence. In both Hearers of the Word and Spirit in
the World, Rahner contrasts human beings with angels con-
cerning the ability to dispose of oneself completely and in one
act. The reason for the angels’ ability to dispose of themselves
completely is their immateriality. As Tallon puts it, “our in-
ability to match the self-disposability of the angels is rooted
in materiality, i.e., in the fact that finite spirit’s mode of reach-
ing for the horizon is materiality; multiplied spatio-temporal
acts, which construct habits and stable attitudes, acts which
‘take place’ and ‘take time,” are our attempt to match the
self-enactment of an angel, which happens all at once, beyond
space and time.” ** According to Rahner, “ the self-realization
of something immaterial as such takes place essentially all at
once.” * Thus it is human materiality which makes human
existence essentially a becoming.

Tallon’s analysis results in the formula that human finitude
causes human materiality, which in turn results in becoming as
an essential feature of human existence. Materiality is the way
in which the finite human spirit becomes spirit, and it is pre-

13 See “ Personal Becoming,” pp. 32 and 75 and “Rahner and Personiza-
tion,” p. 50.

14 Andrew Tallon, ¢ Personal Becoming,” p. 81.

15 Spirit in the World, p. 351, n46. (German edition, p. 352, n.47.)
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cisely materiality that implies a kind of becoming, since it
necessitates a ‘ going out’ and return of the spirit.

For human action and knowing, this means that the mate-
riality of human existence always involves the actualization
of potentialities. For a material being, actualization always
requires another being. As Tallon puts it, “ there is no way
metaphysically to understand how a being could be conceived,
could be intelligible, that had totally within itself the power
fully to actualize itself and had not already done so . ..” “Be-
coming means that there is ‘ something from the outside’ as
well as “ something from inside ’. . .” ** In other words, because
of the fact that the human person is in some ways only a po-
tentiality, it must be conceived of as needing other beings or
external objects in order to actualize itself, since otherwise the
potentiality of the human person would not make sense. The
definition of potentiality is the need to be actualized from the
outside. Human finitude and materiality necessitate a passive
and dependent relation of the human spirit to others, since they
imply a process of becoming. Thus materiality, the specifically
human form of the limitation and weakness of finite spirit, in-
volves becoming and receptivity and partial dependence on the
external world.

Human beings are potential, not only in their relations to
objects in the world but also in relation to themselves. Human
materiality means that the emanation of the powers of the
person from the core of the person is the embodiment or, liter-
ally, the bodiliness of the person, the essential constitution of
the person, aside from his or her relations to other objects in
the world. When Rahner discusses the concept of emanation,
he makes a distinction between the powers of the soul and the
substantial ground from which they emanate.

According to Thomas the powers emanate from the substantial
ground. From this conception there follows the relationship, con-
ceivable only dialectically, between the essential core of an existent
and the powers emanating from it.*”

16 Andrew Tallon, “ Personal Becoming,” p. 10.
17 Spirit in the World, p. 256. (German edition, p. 260.)



RAHNER ON MATERIALITY AND HUMAN KNOWLEDGE 377

The origin is active in its emanation of the powers but it is
also receptive, in that it receives its fulness and perfection from
what it allows to emanate.

Thus the origin which lets emanate reveals itself as a receptive
origin: susceptivum principium. The origin as receptive receives
in itself what emanates as its fulfilment; it would be less perfect
without the emanation which it retains in itself; it is related to it
as being in potency for it; it grows to its fulfilment only through
less perfect stages.:®

The act of emanation is passive as well as active. For
Rahner there is already a kind of receptivity of the subject
that is identical with its activity, in the self-constituting act of
the subject.’® In order for emanation to be a true actualization
of potentiality and in order for it to found a true plurality of
powers, emanation cannot be ““a simple essential determina-
tion.” On the other hand, in order for the powers of the soul
to form an essential unity with the soul, emanation cannot be
merely an accidental determination from the outside. There
must be an identity of the active and the passive, of what is
internal in origin and what is external.

In this way, Rahner describes a potentiality which results
in a plurality or non-simplicity within the human knowing
subject, as it is in itself. The human soul is, in itself, irrespec-
tive of possible relations to objects, already embodied. Be-
cause of this, it is, in effect, already related to an “ other,” to
matter which is the possibility of being related to external ob-
jects. It is as if the soul’s essential relationship to its own body
is already a relation to a kind of object, since it is already a
relation to materiality. And the soul’s essential embodiment,
i.e., the emanation of its essential powers, is already an en-
counter with the external realm of matter, which the soul has
in common with all material beings.

To summarize, for Rahner the human person is defined both
essentially and functionally as a potential being who is, by

18 Spirit in the World, p. 257. (German edition, p. 262.)
19 Spirit in the World, p. 254. (German edition, pp. 258-259.)
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nature, always in a process of becoming. This potentiality
means the permanent openness to external, determining influ-
ences and the need for external agents in order for human sub-
jects to actualize themselves. This means that human persons
are always in a relation of receptivity and partial dependence
and passibility with respect to the world, since they are them-
selves a part of that world.

5. Materiality is both the weakness and the strength of the
human spirit.

In our discussion so far, it is apparent that materiality, in
Rahner’s anthropology, results in certain limitations of the
human person. Nevertheless, it is also apparent that limita-
tions such as the receptivity and potentiality of human persons
are a kind of strength as well as a kind of weakness of the
human person.

Take for example the notion of sensibility. Human knowl-
edge, because it is receptive, is possible only through sensi-
bility.?* This means that human knowledge must be both act
of spirit and act of matter. To put it another way, human
knowledge, as sensibility, is dependent both on otherness and
the spirit’s own structure. It is dependent both on the spirit-
uality of the human spirit and the limitedness of the human
spirit as material. Rahner describes ““the being of the sentient
knower ” as “ the mid-point between a real abandonment to
the other of matter and an intrinsic independence of being over
against matter, so that the sensible act is in undivided unity
and, as material, the act of the assertion of being (of form)
over against matter.” ** The spirit is logically prior to mate-
riality, but it asserts its priority in the emanation of sensibility
as its own power, which makes it receptive.”

20 A Rahner Reader, pp. 49, 51. (Hearers of the Word, pp. 126, 129. Ger-
man edition, pp. 156, 159.)

21 8pirit in the World, p. 81. (German edition, pp. 93-24.)

221t is important to keep in mind that the term ‘matter’ as used by both
Thomas and Rahner is a metaphysical concept and has no direct correlation
to the chemical or physical concept of matter. It is not only the human body
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In his analysis of Thomas’s concept of “ possible intellect
Rahner points out, in another way, the weakness and limited-
ness of the human spirit.

The soul is essentially the lowest conceivable possibility of intel-
lectual being, since it is understood as a being that is really able
to come to itself, but of itself alone it is not present to itself. To
that extent, and only to that extent, Thomas compares it with
prime matter and calls it a “clean slate.” Not as though, like
prime matter, it were completely indeterminate in itself and re-
ceived every determination only from another and absolutely
passively. It really apprehends itself in every act of knowing, and
what is really intelligible is its own light which it imparts to its
objects actively and spontaneously, so that all of this is not given
to it from without. But nevertheless it apprehends all of this only
insofar as a sensible object of itself manifests itself to it, and must
manifest itself, for the intellect of itself is only in potency to ap-
prehend itself: it is possible intellect.??

The possibility of the possible intellect means that it only ap-
prehends itself potentially. What it needs in order to actualize
its self-apprehension is external objects that present them-
selves to sensibility. The human person has its own structure
as spirit, but the human spirit needs external objects in order
to actualize itself as self-apprehending, self-present spirit. Thus
Rahner ties the  possibility > and potentiality of possible in-
tellect directly to the fact that human knowledge is receptive
and dependent on external objects.

Rahner distinguishes angelic knowing from human knowing
by saying that angels do not have possible intellect. Part of
the receptivity and potentiality of human knowing is the pos-

which is limited by materiality but also the spirit. The materiality of human
existence is not limited to the notion that human beings have a body that
can be measured and controlled by the methods of the physical sciences. It
is the materiality of the human spirit, the fact that human persons live in
a material world, including the chemical and physical senses of that word,
that makes the human spirit subject to limitations; but since it is the
human spirit which is limited in this way, the implications of materiality
cannot be measured and evaluated purely by means of a materialistic point
of view. Cf. Hearers of the Word, p. 136. (German edition, p. 168.)
28 8pirit in the World, pp. 245-246, (German edition, p. 250.)
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sibility of hiding from the object of knowledge and thus knowl-
edge itself.** Human knowledge can be absent in a way that
angelic knowledge cannot.

It is fairly clear that sensibility, materiality, receptivity,
and potentiality bring an aspect of passibility to the human
spirit, which constitutes its relative weakness compared to the
standard of pure spirit. Nevertheless, sensibility is also itself
a power of the finite human spirit, which is still spirit, even
though it is finite. And possible intellect is still intellect, even
though it is only possible. Sensibility and materiality are the
strength of the human spirit, since they are the way in which
the human spirit becomes spirit. This point is related to the
reasons for Tallon’s insistence that materiality is the result of
finitude, and not the other way around. He wants to empha-
size the fact that spirit has a position of eminence over matter
and that, consequently, materiality is the strength and not just
the limitation of spirituality.

II

Because the receptivity and potentiality of human knowl-
edge are necessary consequences of the fact that the human
spirit becomes spirit by going out into matter, it seems that,
in as far as materiality is a good and necessary feature of
human existence, the limits of human knowledge should also
be seen as neutral with respect to sin and as something that
cannot and need not be done away with. Rahner often talks
about the receptivity and potentiality of human knowledge in
a way which makes clear that these limits are part of human
finitude and creatureliness, but at other times it seems that
these limits function as hindrances to the fulfilment of human
nature.

This is so because Rahner, in his metaphysics of knowledge,
provides two types of explanation for how human materiality
results in a limitation of the human spirit and in a limitation
of human knowledge. Rahner himself does not clearly distin-

24 Spirit in the World, pp. 243-244. (German edition, pp. 248-249.)
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guish between these two types of explanation, but it is the con-
tention of this essay that they are logically distinct and sepa-
rable.

1. In one kind of explanation, materiality is seen as a neces-
sary means for the human spirit to go into the world in
order to become conscious of the self as a subject, i.e., in
order to become spirit. This involves certain limitations to
human knowledge, since any knowledge of objects or of the
self is indirect and mediated through encounters with ob-
jects in the world, which in effect actualize the subject’s
knowledge of objects and the self in a way that can never
be exhaustive and complete. Nevertheless, from this point
of view, these limitations are seen as a good and necessary
feature of human existence.

2. In another kind of explanation, materiality is seen primar-
ily as an unfortunate limit to human spirituality, ie., as a
limit to the striving towards union with God in the beatific
vision. We have already seen that Rahner uses his con-
ceptualization of God’s knowledge as the model for his con-
ceptualization of human knowledge. An implication of this
perspective is that human materiality can only be seen as
a hindrance, since it makes it impossible for human persons
to reach the implied goal of fullness of being—the perfect
unity of being and knowing which is God.

We would contend that the function of materiality in the sec-
ond type of explanation, in comparison with the function of
materiality in the first type of explanation, is more amenable
to the Christian doctrine of the permanent and essential ma-
teriality of human existence.

Tallon’s work is useful for us because he also points out this
ambiguity in Rahner’s thought—the fact that both matter
and the fullness of being, i.e., God, provide unreachable hori-
zons for the human person and thus both define human nature
as receptivity and potentiality, but in different ways.”

25 See Andrew Tallon’s discussion of the reference of Rahmner’s use of
Worauf, Woraufhin, and Woran as nouns. (“Spirit, Matter, Becoming: Karl
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Human receptivity and potentiality are defined in terms of the
human spirit’s inability to express itself completely in matter,
but they are also defined in terms of the human spirit’s in-
ability to reach or know all being as such, except in the anti-
cipatory way that Rahner calls the Vorgriff.*®

Tallon provides a schema for dealing with the two ways in
which the human spirit falls short of its goal in Rahner’s
thought. He distinguishes two kinds of gap, “ the first gap ”
and “the second gap,” both of which are related to the fact
that human beings have to become persons.

1. The first gap is set up by the spirit, as self-presence, find-
ing itself up against matter as the necessary medium of its
self-expression. It is “ constituted by the very composition
of man as spirit and matter, because matter prevents—ab-
solutely—the perfect self-identification that is the privilege
of pure spirit; this is the metaphysical meaning of con-
cupiscence, man’s inability to dispose of himself perfectly
and completely in any one act, but rather needing time and
space, a whole lifetime, to actualize his potential, to become
a person.” *" This first gap is natural, the result of the in-
carnate condition of human beings.

2. The second gap, on the other hand, seems to be created by
the Vorgriff, i.e., the human spirit’s openness to all being,
and by the supernatural existential. It has to do with the
transcendental horizon for knowing. The Vorgriff and the

Rahner’s Spirit in the World,” The Modern Schoolman, Volume 48 [1970-
19717, pp. 151-165.)

26 Rahner’s explanation of the ‘possibility’ of possible intellect in terms
of the Vorgriff seems to be related to the inability of the human person to
fulfill the goal of the supernatural existential. Rahmer wants to distinguish
the Vorgriff and the supernatural existential because he wants to maintain
the gratuity of the latter. We would question whether Rahner does in fact
succeed in explaining why the Vorgriff does not inherently demand the super-
natural existential. Consequently, our criticism of the second line of explana-
tion for human potentiality and receptivity may, at times, seem to conflate
the Vorgriff and the supernatural existential.

27 Andrew Tallon, “ Personal Becoming,” p. 37.
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supernatural existential seem to represent something that
lies beyond the grasp of human beings, something that is
less natural than the goal described in the first gap. Thus
the second gap seems to have to do with ‘ all being as such’
or God as the horizon of the human spirit, whereas the first
gap has to do with matter as the ground and the limitation
of human spirituality.

Tallon occasionally expresses doubt as to whether the two
gaps are in fact distinct from one another. He says that since
matter is the human spirit’s way of trying to close the second
gap, the two gaps are really one and the same.*®

But Tallon also says that the two gaps are parallel to the
human duality of spirit and matter, or intellect and sense.*
Since this duality is constant, it would seem that the two gaps
would also have a permanent basis for being distinguished
from one another. Also, it does not seem consistent that the
two gaps should be identified, at first, with the spirit-matter
distinction versus the issue of openness to all being as such,
and that the two gaps could then also be identified in terms
of spirit or intellect (the second gap) versus matter or sense
(the first gap.) It seems likely that when Tallon identifies the
first gap with the spirit-matter distinction, he means to em-
phasize the fact that the first gap is created by the spirit hav-
ing to express itself in matter.®

The ambivalence of Rahner’s stance towards human mate-
riality is expressed in the ambiguity of how the two gaps are
related in Tallon’s schema. The problem is that the human
spirit, even if it is seen in a more immanent, inner-worldly way,
is nevertheless transcendent in the sense that the aim of its
going out into the material world is self-presence, ie., the
knowledge of itself as a subject distinct from the objects of

28 Andrew Tallon, “ Personal Becoming,” pp. 40-41.

29 Andrew Tallon, “ Personal Becoming,” p. 42.

30 The issue of what the exact relationship and status of the two gaps is,
is further confused by the fact that Tallon seems to switch his labels on pp.
95-96 of “Personal Becoming”, calling what was previously the first gap
the second gap and vice versa.
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its knowledge. Consequently, when one speaks of the human
spirit’s confrontation with matter (Tallon’s first gap), even
though the emphasis is on the issue of materiality, the second
gap is already implicit. This is part of what Tallon means
when he says that the first gap is created in order to close the
second gap—the human spirit becomes material in order to be-
come transcending, self-present spirit. The second gap includes
the kind of spirituality we have just described, but it also in-
cludes a kind of spirituality that is defined in terms of the
transcendence of the human spirit towards something which
is not naturally within the capacity of the human spirit. This
is pointed out by Tallon’s statement that the second gap can
be seen as created by the supernatural existential. It is as if
the human spirit had been set the task of becoming more like
God’s spirit and in this way transcending its natural created
capacities. Because the human spirit is nevertheless still
creaturely and material, it must turn to the first gap in order
to attempt to close the second gap.

It is clear that this kind of description of transcendence gives
a new sense to the transcendence that is already implied in the
first gap and in that way also ascribed to the second gap. This
sense of transcendence has to do, not only with natural creat-
urely knowledge, which is limited because it is material, but
also with the fact that the human spirit strives to be trans-
cendent more in the way in which God’s absolute spirit is
transcendent.

This second, expanded meaning of the second gap is not
made explicit by calling the second gap the human spirit’s
openness to all being. Openness to all being can mean a po-
tential openness to the influence of all other beings, which is
already included in the definition of the materiality of the
human spirit. This kind of openness always remains, for the
most part, a potential openness, since the actualization of all
possibilities cannot and will not take place. The openness to
all being which is characterized in the expanded version of the
second gap seems to strive to go beyond the potential openness
to the influence of all being; and from this point of view, mate-
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riality, reversion to the first gap in order to close the second
gap, seems to be almost like giving up the goal which consti-
tutes the expanded version of the second gap. Conversely, the
successful bridging of the expanded version of the second gap
seems to exclude the materiality of the human person.

The fact that there are two senses to what is characterized
as openness to all being in the second gap is related to what we
talked about earlier as the two basically differing ways in which
Rahner explains how materiality results in the limitedness of
human knowledge. The first type of explanation relies on com-
paratively immanent descriptions of the structure of human
knowing and does not locate the final impenetrability and in-
comprehensibility of the human self in the basic unity of the
mystery of God and the mystery of human persons. The sec-
ond type of explanation of the limitations of materiality relies
mainly on the intended unity of God and human persons in the
beatific vision.

The confusion surrounding Tallon’s description of the second
gap is due to the fact that the transcendence and openness to
all being, which constitutes the goal involved in the second
gap, are colored by both these lines of argument. Tallon seems
to define the second gap more in terms of the openness to all
being which is the potential union of the human person with
God, which is why it becomes confusing when the same open-
ness to being is said to be present already in the first gap. It
is as if ‘spirit’ were being defined in two different kinds of
ways, which are not clearly distinguished but instead slide from
one definition into the other.™

31 Qur argument also calls into question Rahner’s attempt fo distinguish
between the Vorgriff and the supernatural existential. For Rahner, the in-
tended goal of the unity of God and human persons in the beatific vision is
based on the philosophical notion that God, as the transcendental horizon,
already, in this world, makes possible human knowledge of the self as dis-
tinct from all possible objects of knowledge. I.e., the supernatural existential
is based on the Vorgriff.

The problem is that it seems that the Vorgriff must be both a natural
transcendence and yet also, implicitly, a supernatural transcendence which is
possible only for God. The Vorgriff is an openness to all being, which, as it
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The ambiguity in Rahner’s definitions of human spirituality
and the limitedness of the human spirit is certainly, to some
extent, deliberate. Rahner believes that the openness to all
being which is the openness to God and the portender of the
unity of the mystery of God and human persons, is in fact also
the openness to all being which makes it possible for the know-
ing subject to distinguish itself from the known object, which
is a necessary condition for receptive knowledge. But it is the
contention of this essay that the way in which Rahner explains
the limitedness of the human intellect, in terms of the relation
of the human spirit to matter, and the kind of transcendence
of the human spirit that is necessarily implied in that, can be
distinguished from the way in which Rahner explains the lim-
itedness of the human intellect, in terms of the absolute being
of God and the knowledge of God which is coterminous with
his being.

The problem with Rahner’s latter line of explanation, in our
opinion, is that it tends to confuse the distinction between the
creatureliness of human beings and the infinity of God. As a
Catholic theologian, Rahner wants to affirm the goodness of
all creation, including the materiality of human existence, but
some of his explanations of the role of materiality in producing
limitations of human knowledge seem to imply that human
materiality should, ideally, be done away with in the process
of redemption.

Trna ALLix

Loyola Marymount University
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were, possesses all being only in anticipation. This is repeatedly affirmed by
Rahner in his discussions of the implications of human materiality for human
gpirituality. Nevertheless, the fact that the Vorgriff is, in a sense, a posses-
sion of all being, in a kind of all-encompassing knowledge, even if only in
anticipation, shows that the goal for creaturely spirituality is the being of
God. This is also apparent in the fact that Rahner, in his metaphysics of
knowledge, makes perfect self-presence and an active knowledge of all being
the standard by which creaturely spirituality and knowledge is measured.



HARMAN’S “REFUTATION” OF THE
FLOURISHING ETHICS

[ )

N HIS “Human Flourishing, Ethics, and Liberty,”* Gil-
bert Harman argues that an ethics of flourishing—rough-
ly of the sort I have called classical ethical egoism *—im-

plies “moral relativism, since what counts as ‘flourishing’
seems inevitably relative to one or another set of values” (p.
312) . He adds that “it is difficult to see how one rather than
another conception of flourishing is to be validated simply in
‘ the nature of things’ or in the ‘nature’ of persons—except
in the sense in which different sets of values yield different con-
ceptions of nature or of the nature of a person” (p. 313).
Harman dislikes the argument that maintains we have basic
(negative) rights since these rights are necessary for one to
pursue one’s happiness or flourishing: “From the mere fact
“that it ought to be the case from my own point of view that
others not prevent me from developing my potential it does not
follow that this ought to be the case (is desirable) from anyone
else’s point of view and certainly does not follow that others
have sufficient reason to refrain from interfering with me > (p.
319). So Harman thinks an ethics of flourishing fails to sup-
port natural individual human rights. Finally Harman con-
cludes that “ the source of morality lies not in the nature of
things but in human arrangements” (p. 821). He suggests
that such a conventionalist view of morality also gives support
to the doctrine of rights to (negative) freedom.

1 Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 12 (Fall, 1983), pp. 307-322. A dif-
ficulty with arguing with Harman arises from the fact that although he
mentions many people who advance a version of the flourishing ethics, he
does not provide us with any of the arguments in their own terms. Moreover
Harman does not fully develop any of his arguments, partly because he is
aiming at too diffuse a target to be very specific.

2 Tibor R. Machan, “ Recent Work in Ethical Egoism”, American Philo-
sophical Quarterly, vol. 16 (January 1979), pp. 1-15.
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There are several ways in which one could respond to Har-
man’s criticism and I will put forth only some of the points
one could advance.

First, Harman misunderstands the kind of value theory ad-
vanced by those who talk about the kind of flourishing rele-
vant to ethics. They have in mind flourishing as the frame-
work by which to evaluate conduct and institutions. By claim-
ing that “what counts as ‘ flourishing > seems inevitably rela-
tive to one or another set of values ” he betrays his misunder-
standing. Any set of values pertinent to ethics is theoretically
tied to flourishing for those who advance the viewpoint he is
criticizing. For these philosophers, to know whether some
course of conduct or some institution is of value, to evaluate
some act, to criticize someone’s behavior, the standard for
doing so is supposed to be whether human flourishing is en-
hanced or thwarted. Flourishing, then, cannot itself be * rela-
tive to one or another set of values ” since there are no values
apart from flourishing, not at least in the morally relevant
sense.

Harman appears to hold that one somehow has some values
or standards of value (judgment) and then draws on these
whenever some evaluative task arises. But what those who
are talking about human flourishing are after is something Har-
man seems to take for granted, namely, where these values
for judging various matters come from, what is their actual,
best source. Their answer is, consider what constitutes flourish-
ing for human beings, and that is where your standards lie. It
is akin to medicine. If you want to know what doing well or
badly comes to as regards your physical constitution, see
whether it enhances or thwarts your life processess. There can
be a lot of variation within all that, but at least in a very
broad sense a standard of evaluation is available. If one ap-
preciates the significance of this analogy, one will also see how
Harman’s talk about the alleged relativism of any flourishing
ethics really amounts not to relativism but to contextualism:
given certain basic valuations or theories of the morally good,
just what these will mean for the wide variety of human con-
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duct and institutions we need to evaluate will depend on many
variables, including the individual person involved and his or
her unique attributes. But this is not relativism, any more than
it is relativism in medicine to recognize that general principles
of human health apply differently to different people.

Now Harman might answer in the spirit of G. E. Moore by
noting that “ flourishing ” is itself a term which invites such
questions, “ Ought one to flourish, or ought one perhaps attend
to other matters?”” Which then would suggest that a standard
of values exists independently of flourishing by reference to
which this question could be answered. That, in turn, would
suggest that “flourishing  fails to be an ultimate standard, just
as Harman claims.

But the Moorean approach is itself open to objections. It
fails to appreciate that frameworks of value are theories and
when others disagree with them, they can ask questions as if
these frameworks were false. So the question, “ Ought one
to flourish, etc.?” would be answered by the reply, “ But you
fail to see that what I am trying to do is develop a standard
for answering questions about what one ought and ought not
to do.” In short, the question is itself presumptuous since it
treats the issue at hand as if it had already had a good solu-
tion. The reason that is common is that, after all, concepts
such as “ought” and “ good” are in common use and people
speak as if they already had a good enough framework of
values by which to justify their employment of them. Instead
the matter should be viewed roughly as one views scientific dis-
cussions about theoretical entities which have common enough
names—e.g., quarks, black holes, light, etc. When a theory
is advanced as to what light is, people can ask “ But is that
really light? ” as if they already know what light is. But what
they are really asking is whether that is how light ought to be
understood. And when one asks whether flourishing is really
so vital to human conduct, what is really at issue is the more
theoretical matter of whether flourishing is the best candidate
for serving as the standard for value judgments.
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Various recent efforts to secure a clear idea of human nature
should serve to answer some of Harman’s other criticisms,
especially his doubts about attempting to validate a concep-
tion of flourishing by reference to human nature. His claim
that the human flourishing approach to ethics leads to moral
relativism and thus to the failure to establish any universal
human rights would seem to be most vulnerable to serious
doubt. If a conception of human nature can be found that is
quite stable over time, moral relativism would hardly flow from
it.

Harman claims that moral oughts are based on human values
and because human beings are so drastically different, their
values will be equally diverse. This denies the unity of human
nature, which is a denial that seems unwarranted. As Professor
Laszlo Versenyi has pointed out:

Barring all knowledge of human nature—that which makes a man
a man—the word man would mean nothing and we could not even
conceive of man as a definite being distinguishable from all other
beings. Consequently anything we might say about man would
be necessarily meaningless, including the statement that human
nature as such is unknowable to man.®

Let me close with noting that Harman’s confidence in the
capacity of human arrangements to provide “ the source of
morality > is curious in light of the fact that morality is just
the sort of system of standards which we need to invoke so as
to assess, among other matters, the merit of various human ar-
rangements. The sort of conventionalism Harman seems to
have in mind—whereby we suppose that tacit or explicit agree-
ments among people lead to the adoption of certain standards
of conduct—fails to provide a standard which is fundamental
enough and meets the criterion of universalizability so as to
be able to judge the very actions which initiate the conven-
tion. Those who assemble, even hypothetically, may want to
know whether they are doing the morally right or wrong thing.

8 Laszlo Versenyi, “ Virtue as Self-directed Art,” The Personalist, vol. 53
(Spring, 1972), p. 282.
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But if they must wait for their work to be done before any
such judgment is possible, then they will be paralyzed.* Moral-
ity is supposed to give us a standard for judging any human
conduct, including “ various arrangements .

It is interesting, incidentally, that Harman’s conventionalism
might even involve a form of naturalism. After all, one reason
Harman rejects the flourishing ethics is that he does not think
we can agree on values—values, he claims, are relative. From
this he concludes that we need first to convene and reach some
minimal agreement for social life, which is how morality arises.
But isn’t this a form of naturalism? Based on the fact that
human nature involves the relativity of values, we must ar-
rive at some kind of arrangements for cooperation. Man, by
Harman’s account, is the disagreeing animal, and this implies
a certain way of reaching moral conclusions.

Tieor R. MAcHAN
University of San Diego
San Diego, California
Reason Foundation
Sante Barbara, California

4 See T. R. Machan, “Social Contract as a Basis of Norms: A Critique,”
Journal of Libertarian Studies, vol. 7 (Spring, 1983), pp. 141-145.

51 develop some of these points in detail in Tibor R. Machan, “ Toward
a Theory of Natural Individual Human Rights,” The New Scholasticism
(forthcoming).



REVISIONIST AND POSTLIBERAL THEOLOGIES
AND THE PUBLIC CHARACTER OF THEOLOGY *

(o L

HAT DAVID TRACY calls “ revisionist theology
has come to dominate academic theology in the
United States. Those familiar with Professor
Tracy’s analysis will recognize how much I am about to over-
simplify it. But for present purposes suffice it to say that
revisionist theology seeks to carry on the tradition of Schleier-
macher and liberal theology, with its nineteenth century opti-
mism appropriately chastened by the insights of neo-ortho-
doxy, indeed by the whole grim history of the twentieth cen-
tury. Revisionist theologians tend to think that both theologi-
cal language and Scripture symbolically convey a religious
dimension of experience or a possibility for human existence.
Many of the most creative developments in Catholic the-
ology since Vatican II have adopted such a revisionist model
(often with results far more exciting than those of Schleier-
macher’s twentieth-century Protestant descendants). When
Catholic theologians seek dialogue with their Protestant count-
erparts, it is generally revisionist theology with which they en-
ter into conversation. To cite a somewhat random list,
Catholics like David Tracy, Leslie Dewart, Gregory Baum, and
Michael Novak, and Protestants like Langdon Gilkey at Chi-
cago, Edward Farley at Vanderbilt, Schubert Ogden at Per-
kins, Gordon Kaufman at Harvard, John Cobb at Claremont—

* An earlier draft of this essay was presented to the American Theological
Society (Midwest) in November 1984, and I am grateful for the unusually
helpful discussion it received there. I wish I could have responded to all
the critical questions raised on that occasion without turning an article into
a book. I owe much of my understanding of “postliberal theology” to the
continuing discussions of the Yale-Washington theology group, and several
conversations with Stephen Webb led me to a better grasp of “revisionist
theology.” )
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most of the leaders of this country’s academic theological com-
munity—share the assumptions and methods of revisionist
theology.

On the other hand, persistent rumors hint at something dif-
ferent by way of theological method emerging principally at
Yale. Even sympathetic observers must concede a certain air
of mystery. Partly, there’s a long Yale tradition of legendary
manuscripts in progress that interminably fail to get completed
and published. But even when books and articles appear after
long gestation, they often address an idiosyncratic set of issues
in a way that makes comparisons difficult, and they sometimes
refuse on principle to discuss systematically questions about
method and assumptions.

George Lindbeck’s recently published book The Nature of
Doctrine clears up some of the mystery.? Lindbeck makes it
possible to see how a number of projects share some of the as-
sumptions of what he calls “ postliberal theology.” In addi-
tion to Lindbeck’s own work, a list could include David Kel-
sey’s The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, Charles
Wood’s The Formation of Christian Understanding, Paul
Holmer’s continuing studies of Wittgenstein and theology,
Brevard Childs’ interpretation of the Old Testament as canon,
William Christian’s philosophical analysis of inter-religious
dialogue, Ronald Thiemann’s discussions of Biblical authority,
and above all the work of Hans Frei—all published by people
connected with Yale, most in the last ten years.?

1 George A, Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, Westminster Press, 1984.

2 David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, Fortress
Press, 1975; Charles M. Wood, The Formation of Christian Understanding,
Westminster Press, 1981; Paul L. Holmer, “ Wittgenstein and Theology,” in
D. M. High, New Hssays on Religious Language, Oxford University Press,
1969, “The Nature of Religious Propositions,” in Ronald S. Santoni, Reli-
gious Language and the Problem of Religious Knowledge, Indiana University
Press, 1968, and other articles; Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old
Testament as Scripture, Fortress Press, 1979; William A. Christian, Op-
positions of Religious Doctrines, Herder and Herder, 1972; Ronald F.
Thiemann, Revelation and Theology: The Qospel as Narrated Promise, Uni-
versity of Notre Dame Press, 1985; Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical
Narrative, Yale University Press, 1974, and The Identity of Jesus Ohrist,
Fortress Press, 1975.
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I do not want to claim too much. This is not a * school ”—
the writers I have mentioned would disagree on many issues.
Moreover, they have as yet produced only preliminary sketches
of a new theological approach—though even these “ sketches ”
involve more detail than I can summarize here. Postliberal
theology remains a minority position within Protestant the-
ology; it has so far received little attention among Catholics.
Yet perhaps it is time for conversation to begin. A number of
important young Catholic theologians have done graduate
work under Yale’s “postliberal ” influence. Lindbeck himself
has been one of the Protestant theologians most active in ecu-
menical dialogue ever since he served as a Lutheran observer
at Vatican II. Postliberal theology draws on many sources,
from Clifford Geertz’s anthropology to the philosophy of Witt-
genstein and Gilbert Ryle to Thomas Kuhn’s reflections on the
history of science to Eric Auerbach’s literary analysis, yet
in theology it owes most to Karl Barth. And Barth often said
that it was his Catholic interpreters who had understood him
best.

As a way of introducing postliberal theology, I want to pre-
sent Lindbeck’s account of the nature of doctrine and Frei’s
analysis of biblical narrative. These seem to me the most sub-
stantial contributions this emerging movement has yet pro-
duced, and the hermeneutical questions of how we understand
doctrinal language and how we interpret Scripture are central
to any theological method. In a concluding section I will then
turn to the public character of theology. Revisionist theology
argues that theological discourse ought to be public. Christian
theologians, on the revisionist view, should not simply address
other Christians. They should not rest content with tracing
the conclusions which follow if (but only if) one grants Chris-
tian assumptions. Rather, they should seek to “provide evi-
dence to fair-minded critics inside and outside Christianity for
the meaning and truth of the central Christian symbols.”

8 David Tracy, Blessed Rage for Order, Seabury Press, 1975, p. 9. To cite
three of the basic theses of Tracy’s revisionist model: “The two principal
sources for theology are Christian texts and common human experience and
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Postliberal theology is not “ public ” in the revisionists’ sense
of the word. It does not consciously ground theology in evi-
dence and warrants acceptable to any intelligent, rational, re-
sponsible person. But I will maintain that theology can be
“public ” in other, possibly more important, ways, and that in
those other ways postliberal theology affirms theology’s public
character.

I

Lindbeck defines his own postliberal way of understanding
how doctrines function by contrasting it with two others—ithe
cognitive and the revisionist. To oversimplify all three posi-
tions: On the cognitive model, doctrines function by making
truth claims about objective states of affairs. On the revision-
ist model, doctrines express experiences and attitudes. On the
postliberal model, doctrines specify rules for Christian speech
and action.*

(1) According to cognitive theories, “ church doctrines func-
tion as informative propositions or truth claims about objec-
tive realities.”® ““ God is three persons in one substance ” may
be a good bit more complicated than “ The Supreme Court has
nine justices,” but it is the same sort of proposition. We judge
it by how accurately it corresponds to the state of affairs to
which it refers.

language. . . . The principal method of investigation of the source ¢ common
human experience and language’ can be described as a phenomenology of the
‘ religious dimension’ present in everyday and scientific experience and lan-
guage. . . . To determine the truth-status of the results of one’s investiga-
tions into the meaning of both common human experience and Christian
texts the theologian should employ an explicitly transcendental or metaphy-
sical mode of reflection.” Ibid., pp. 45, 47, 52.

4 Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, pp. 46-47. In order to avoid a morass
of terminology, I am describing as “revisionist” what Lindbeck calls the
“ experiential-expressivist model” and calling “ postliberal” what he labels
the ¢ culturallinguistic” or “regulative” model. As I shall mnote later,
Lindbeck’s models may oversimplify some issues, and I may make matters
worse by simply identifying his “experiential-expressivist model ” with what
Tracy calls “revisionist theology.” With luck, however, even oversimplified
models can help clarify the crucial issues.

5 Ibid., p. 16.









































































































































































































































































































