THE PROTREPTIC STRUCTURE
OF THE *SUMMA CONTRA GENTILES’

N A TYPICAL ACADEMIC preface or accessus, the
medieval exegete asked a number of questions about the
work to be studied. These included questions about its

intention, utility, order, authenticity, title, and position in the
hierarchy of studies! More succinctly, the exegete could give
an account of the book’s matter, intention, order, and mode.?
Aquinas himself used exactly such abbreviated patterns to be-
gin his commentaries on Isaiah,® Jeremiah,* and Lamenta-
tions.! A modified and expanded accessus opens each of the
Aristotle commentaries. Because he was adept at teaching,
Thomas did not find it necessary to provide such schematic
introductions to his own major works, though echoes of an
accessus may be heard in them.®

1 See Richard William Hunt, “The Introductions to the ‘ Artes’ in the
Twelfth Century,” in Studic mediaevalic in honorem . . . R. J. Martin
(Bruges: “De Tempel” [1948]), 85-112; compare especially Hunt’s “Type
C,” pp. 94-97. Greek antecedents to the medieval philosophic prefaces are
considered in Edwin A. Quain, “The Medieval accessus ad auctores,” Tradi-
tio, 3 (1945), 215-264, especially pp. 243-256, with a summary chart on p.
250.

2 See Robert of Melun’s pattern as in Hunt, * Introductions,” p. 96.

3 Postilla super Isaiam, prol.,, EL 28, p. 3, line 6; BB 5, 51, col. 1: auctor,
modus, material. Except as noted, references to Thomas’s works will be to
the Leonine edition (FL), published by various houses in Rome since 1882
under the direction of the Leonine Commission, and to the edition compiled
by Robert Busa (EB) as a supplement to the Indews Thomisticus, that is,
Sancti Thomae Aquinatis Opere Omnie (Stuttgart-Bad Canstatt: Fromman-
Holzboog, 1980). Busa’s edition contains the best texts available as of about
1972, including the texts prepared for the Leonine Commission to that date.

4 Postilla super Jeremiam, prol.,, EB 5, p. 96, col. 1: auctor, materia,
modus, utilitas.

5 Postilla super Threnos, prol., EB 5, p. 122, col. 2: auctor, modus, utilitas,
materia,

6 See the discussion of prologue to the Contra Gentiles in section 2, below.
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174 MARK D. JORDAN

The absence of an explicit accessus has hampered the read-
ing of more than one book by Thomas, but especially of the
so-called Summa contra Gentiles. In what follows, I would
like to put exegete’s questions about that work’s intention,
order, mode, and disciplinary position; I will also touch on its
utility and title. What makes it difficult to address these head-
ings can be stated as a single question: How is the reader
meant to be engaged by this avowedly persuasive work? By
taking up this question about the Conira Gentiles, I hope both
to prepare for further readings in it and to disclose something
of Thomas’s larger pedagogical project.’

1. The Circumstances

The circumstantial evidence concerning the Contra Gentiles
seems to invite a fallacy of authorial intention. On the basis
of this evidence, the work has come to be classified as a mis-
sionary manual and to be included in histories of missionary
activity.® I would like to suggest that the evidence in no way

7The arguments that follow assume the usually accepted chronology for
Thomas’s writings, such as it is found in James Weisheipl, Friar Thomas
d’Aquino (augmented ed., Washington: Catholic University, 1983). I thus
reject the elaborate reasonings presented in Pierre Marc’s richly annotated
edition of the Conira Gentiles, I (Turin: Marietti, 1967), by which he would
advance the time of composition to the second Parisian regency. For a spe-
cific but abbreviated rejoinder to Mare, see the review by Clemens Vansteen-
kiste in Angelicum, 45 (1968), 353-355, and fuller criticism in the unsigned
review for Rassegna di letteratura tomistica, 2 (1970), #67, pp. 51-56. The
proposal to re-date the Contra Gentiles to the second Parisian regency was
not new; see the rejection of it in Pietro Castagnoli, “La data di compo-
zisione della Summa c¢. Gentiles di S. Tommaso,” Divus Thomas [Piacenza],
31 (1928), 489-492, especially pp. 491-492. Marc’s re-dating has not won
general consent; consider the summary chart for works published ten years
after Marc in Rassegna di letteratura tomistica, 14 (1981), p. 49. One favor-
able vote can be had in Thomas Murphy, “The Date and Purpose of the
Contre Gentiles,” Heythrop Journel, 10 (1969), 405-415.

8 See, for example, Berthold Altaner, Die Dominikanermissionen des 13.
Jahrhunderts . . . (Habelschwerdt: Frankes Buchg., 1924), p. 94, note 31;
Martin Grabmann, “Die Missionsidee bei den Dominikanertheologen des 13.
Jahrhunderts,” Zeitschrift fir Missionswissenschaft, 1 (1911), 137-146, par-
ticularly pp. 140-142; Dionys Siedler, “ Des hl. Thomas von Aquin und die
Mohammedanermission . . .,” Pastor Bonus, 42 (1931), 370-376, especially
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decides the genre of the Contra Gentiles. Even if they are
accurately reported, the circumstances do not make sense of
obvious features in the work’s structure and so require further
qualification.

In a narration of the deeds of James I of Aragon, as part of
a reminiscence of St. Raymond of Pefafort, the Dominican
chronicler Peter Marsilius recounts a story about the composi-
tion of the Contra Gentiles® Peter’s text was finished on
April 2, 1318; the frame for the story of St. Raymond is a nar-
rative about Christmas, 1274, but the story itself lies even fur-
ther back—that is, more than 40 years before the date of
writing. At that time, Peter says, Raymond asked brother
Thomas to compose a work * against the errors of unbelievers
(contra infidelium errores)” as an aid in conversion. “ That
master did what the humble rogation (deprecatio) of such a
father required; and he composed (condidit) a summa called
‘ contra Gentiles,” which is believed not to have any equal for
such material (pro illa materia).”** There have been some
textual questions about this passage, but none is unanswer-
able.* Let the text stand as received. It is obvious from con-
text that the story is introduced in order to give evidence of
Raymond’s zeal for conversions and to show his influence
within the order. Since the story is not repeated in the con-
temporary lives of Raymond or in any of the canonization
proceedings for Thomas, it is presumed that Peter was relying

pp. 370-371; Thomas Ohm, “Thomas von Aquin und die Heiden- and
Mohammedanermission,” in Aus der Geisteswelt des Mittelalters, ed. A. Lang
et al. (Munster: Aschendorff, (1935), II, 735-748, especially pp. 738-739;
Mathias Braun, ‘ Missionary Problems in the Thirteenth Century .. .,”
Catholic Historical Review, 25 (1939), 146-159, especially p. 157; J. M. Coll,
“San Raymundo de Pefiafort y las missiones del norte Africano en la Edad
Media,” Missionalia Hispenica, 5 {1948), especially p. 423; Robert 1. Burns,
‘“ Christian-Islamic Confrontation in the West: The Thirteenth-Century
Dream of Conversion,” American Historical Review, 76 (1971), 1386-1434,
especially pp. 1408-1410.

8 The text is discussed and quoted extensively in Mare, I, pp. 72-77 and
612-613.

10 Barcelona, Bibl. centr. MS 1018, £. 179r, as quoted in Mare, I, p. 73.

11 The issues are summarized in Mare, I, pp. 74-76.
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on a local legend from the Dominican house in Barcelona,
where he had worked with Raymond years before. We have,
then, a unique attestation for what seems a bit of local
hagiography. It has been argued that Peter would not have
invented this story because there were many among his
readers who would have had first-hand knowledge of the events
mentioned.”* This argument is weakened, it seems to me, by
remembering that flattering inventions are less likely to be
contested than scurrilous ones and by comparing this tale with
the sorts of things being told, less than six years later, in the
canonization proceedings for Thomas.

Let us assume, however, that we have here, not a pious in-
vention, but a luckily preserved fact. The difficulties now be-
gin in earnest. The first difficulty is simply to know what
Peter means and, particularly, what he intends by the phrase
“such material (illa materia).” What is the ‘ matter’ or ma-
terial of the Contra Gentles? To speak more practically,
where exactly does it fit in the complicated organization of the
Dominican missionary effort? Peter’s story could be taken as
saying at least three different things: that the Contra Gentiles
is a book to be given to potential converts; that it is a manual
for the field training of missionaries; and that it represents a
reference work in which all the errors of unbelievers are
treated compendiously. Of these three readings of materia, it
seems to me that only the third has any plausibility and even
it creates difficulties. But let me take them in order.

The Conira Gentiles is clearly not intended to be placed in
the hands of potential converts. From the first line and then
on every page thereafter, Thomas’s rhetoric is the rhetoric of
one Christian speaking to another. This is seen in Scriptural
and magisterial quotations, in a presumption of acquaintance
with Christian letters, and even in the use of the first person
plural. More precisely, Thomas argues in the prologue that

12 Burns, “Christian-Islamic Confrontation,” p. 1410. See also Alvaro
Huerga, “ Hipdtesis sobre la génesis de la ‘ Summa contra gentiles’ y del
‘Pugio fidei,”” Angelicum 51 (1974), 533-557, especially pp. 551-552 and
556.
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the mysteries of Christian faith ought not to be presented
argumentatively before non-believers for fear of making them
think that faith depends only on such weak arguments.** But
it is precisely these arguments that are presented as part of
the plan of the fourth Book."* How could Thomas have in-
tended, then, that the book be placed into the hands of non-
believers, without giving them offense and exposing Christian
faith to scandal?

It is no more likely, I think, that the Contra Gentiles was
intended for field training of Dominican missionaries. This
can be seen externally and internally. Externally, the Con-
tra Gentiles would be an odd missionary manual precisely by
Dominican standards of the thirteenth century. There are
counter-examples enough in the life of St. Raymond himself.
Raymond was not only engaged in founding schools for
Oriental studies within the Dominican order, as Peter narrates,
but he also figured prominently in public debates with non-
Christians. In 1263, for example, Raymond helped to set the
rules for a debate between the Dominican Paul ¢ the Chris-
tian’ and Rabbi Moses ben Nachman of Gerona.*® This Paul
was a convert from Judaism and his strategy was to argue
from a detailed knowledge of rabbinical writings that the
messiah had already come, that he was prophesied to be both
divine and human, and that his advent had destroyed the laws
and ceremonials.’® This same strategy of refutation from with-
in the opposing tradition was used by Dominicans in cam-

13 References to the Contra Gentiles will be given parenthetically as from
Marc’s edition, II-IXI (Turin: Marietti, 1961). The citations will list book,
chapter, and unique section numbers. Mare’s edition reproduces that of the
EL vols. 13-15 (Rome: Commissio Leonina [Riccardus Garronus], 1918-1930),
in which any defects of method (e.g., with regard to stemmatics and elimi-
natio codicum) are largely remedied by reliance on the autograph.

14 Ag Thomas himself says, I1.9.#56: “solventes rationes adversariorum, et
rationibus probabilibus et auctoritatibus, quantum Deus dederit, veritatem
fidei declarantes.”

15 Robert Chazan, “The Barcelona °‘Disputation’ of 1263: Christian
Missionizing and Jewish Response,” Speculum, 52 (1977), 824-842, especially
p. 826.

16 Chazan, “ Barcelona ¢ Disputation,’ ” p. 826.
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paigns of Jewish conversion through the 1250s and 1260s in
Spain and France.” They dealt similarly with the Cathars
and allied heretics.*®

Very much the same devices and emphases figured in Do-
minican preaching to Islam. Here a central figure was another
Raymond, Raymond Marti (Martinus, Martini).** As early
as 1250, Marti appears in Tunis as founder of an Arabic
school. In 1267, he published the Capistrum Judaeorum, a de-
tailed attack on Judaism in the line of the internal criticism
practiced by Paul ‘ the Christian’. In 1278, Marti presented
the Pugio Fidei, an attack on both Islam and Judaism. This
work has figured prominently in the history of the Contra
Gendtiles because it borrows directly from Thomas.** Far from

17 See Robert Chazan, “ Confrontation in the Synagogue at Narbonne . . .,”
Harvard Theological Review, 67 (1974), 437-457.

18 See Frangois Sanjek, “ Raynerius Sacconi O.P., Summa de Catharis,”
Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum, 44 (1974), 31-60; compare Thomas
Kaeppeli, “Une somme contre les hérétiques de s. Pierre Martyr (?),”
Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum, 17 (1947), 295-335. In the prologues
edited by Kaeppeli, it is interesting to note the remarks on recourse to
rationes naturales in controversy with hereties (pp. 301-302); compare Con-
tra Gentiles, 1.2.#11b.

19 See generally André Berthier, “Un maftre orientaliste du XIIIe
siécle . . .,” Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum, 6 (1936), 267-311, especially
pp- 295-312 on Raymond’s “ method.”

20 These resemblances led Miguel Asin y Palacios to argue that Thomas
had plagiarized portions of the Pugio; see his “El Averroismo teologico de
Santo Tomés de Aquino,” in Homenaje a don Francisco Codera . . ., ed.
Eduardo Saavedra (Zaragoza: M. Escar, 1904), 271-331, especially pp. 320-
323. The charge was refuted almost at once by Luis G. A. Getino on the
basis of chronology; see Getino, La “ Summa conira gentes” y el Pugio
fidei . . . (Vergara: El Santisimo Rosario, 1905), pp. 8-19 generally, with
replies to objections on pp. 19-27. The question of borrowings between
Aquinas and Marti assumed a different form with Marc’s re-dating of the
Contra Gentiles. Marc asserts a dependence of SCG I cap. 6 on Marti’s
Capistrum Judaeorum; see Mare, I, pp. 65-72, and Burns, p. 1409, who
adopts the thesis or re-dating apparently on the basis of Murphy’s summary
article. There is also the thesis of prior exchange between Aquinas and
Marti in José Maria Casciaro, Bl didlogo teolégico de Santo Tomds con
musulmanes y judios, el tema de la profecia y la revelacién (Madrid: CSIC/
“ Francisco Suarez,” 1969), p. 44; J. 1. Saranyana, “La creacién ‘ab
aeterno.” Controversia de Santo Tomds y Raimundo Marti con San Bona-
ventura,” Scripte Theologica [Pamplonal, 5 (1973), 147-155. These hypo-
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confirming Thomas’s missionary intention, however, the bor-
rowings show how little Thomas could be used in direct mis-
sionary activity. Marti’s dependence on Thomas is confined
almost entirely to the first Part of the Pugio. That part,
which constitutes only ten percent of the whole, is intended to
combat the errors “ of the naturalists and the philosophers.” **
In it, Marti uses Thomas chiefly to combat errors arising from
the reading of Aristotle and his followers. Thomas supplies
most of Marti’s argument on the eternity of the world, God’s
knowledge of singulars, and the resurrection of the dead.”®
When it comes to a detailed consideration of the claims and
counter-claims of sacred writings, or to the intricacies of dog-
matic theology, borrowings from Thomas almost disappear.
For the expert missionary, then, Thomas’s Contra Gentiles
was useful in the philosophical criticism of Peripatetic or other
philosophical controversies. In short, it was precisely the non-
missionary parts of the Pugio Fidei which benefited most from
a reading of the Contra Gentiles.

These comparisons ad extra may be confirmed internally
by the very few explicit remarks Thomas makes in the Contra
Gentiles about Islamic religion. In the ¢ prologue’ to the work,
which comprises the first nine chapters of book I, there
are two pertinent passages. The first, in chapter 2, makes
Thomas’s excuses for not being able to deal with particular
errors. He is not familiar with them, he says, nor can he pro-
ceed against all adversaries on the basis of common Scriptural
authorities (I.2. #10-11a). Thomas mentions the “ Moham-
medans and pagans ” as not sharing any Scriptural authority
with Christians. The second passage, in chapter 6, contrasts
the sober motives for accepting Christian revelation with the

theses become necessary only if one rejects the simpler explanation that
Marti borrowed from Thomas in his Capistrum just as he would do later and
at length in the Pugio.

2t Raymundus Martinus, Pugio Fidet adversus Mauros et Judaeos, ed.
Joseph de Voisin (Leipzig, 15687; rptd. Farnborough: Gregg, 1967), pp. 192-
253.

22 Mare provides an exhaustive summary of the textual relations in I, pp.
62-65.



180 MARK D. JORDAN

improper persuasions to various erroneous opinions. Thomas
describes the inducements offered by Mohammed, namely
“carnal pleasures” and easy living, promised in colorful
fables without the supporting evidence of miracles or previous
prophecy, and to a credulous and isolated people (1.6. #41).
It is obvious that this description depends on no very detailed
knowledge of Islam. But that is because Thomas’s source is
not contemporary Dominican research; it is the century-old
Summaula of Peter the Venerable.”® Some readers have seen
here a “ singular discretion ” on Thomas’s part as he reduces
Koranic religion to the preaching of violence, perhaps in order
to justify the Christians’ crusades.? It seems much simpler to
suppose, as Thomas has admitted, that he knew very little
about Islamic belief, or, indeed, about the course of Islamic
civilization.”® How, then, could he write a paradigmatic mis-
sioner’s manual for an order that prided itself on detailed
acquaintance with the languages and beliefs of its adversaries?

It was not only the ideal of the order. We have from
Thomas himself at least two short works that consider the pos-
sibilities for argument against those outside Latin Christen-
dom. The first is the Contra errores Graecorum, written as
Thomas was finishing the last book the Contra Gentiles; the
second is the letter De rationibus fidei contra Saracenos,
Graecos, et Armenos.?*® This letter seems to have been written
perhaps a year later, just after completion of the Contra

28 The Summula is edited in Migne, PL 189, cols. 651-658; for the parallels
to Thomas, see especially cols. 653D-655C, and compare Peter’s Letter IV.17
to Bernard (PL 189, cols. 321-345). For the composition of Peter’s anthology
of Islamic writings, see Marie-Thérése d’Alverny, “Deux traductions latines
du coran au moyen age,” Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire au moyen
dge, 16 (1947-48), 69-131, especially pp. 69-71, 74-79.

2¢ Simone Van Riet, “ Le Somme contre les Gentils et la polémique islamo-
chretienne,” in Agquinas and Problems of His Time, ed. G. Verbeke and R.
Verhelst (Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1974), 150-160, especially p.
158.

25 See the conclusions of Louis Gardet, “La connaissance que Thomas
&d’Aquin put avoir du monde islamique,” in Agquinas and Problems, 139-149,
esp. p. 140.

26 See Weisheipl, Friar Thomas, p. 389, #63, and p. 394, #72.
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Gentiles. In both of these pieces, Thomas is textually scrupul-
ous within the limits of his knowledge and cautious about over-
stepping those limits. In the treatise against the Greeks, for
example, Thomas explains that passages in the Fathers may
appear doubtful either because of the development of doc-
trinal articulateness or because of the difficulties of transla-
tion” In the De rationibus, he repeats charges against the
infidels only as claims made by this correspondent; he also re-
minds him that no one ought to attempt a demonstration of
the truths of the faith.*®

The Contra, Gentiles is not a manual for detailed training of
missionaries—and so we are reduced to the third possibility,
that it was intended to provide a reference book of philosoph-
ical arguments against the conceptual errors instanced in un-
believers, to be read by Christians who live in intellectual con-
tact with them. But even here the story of St. Raymond’s re-
quest must be re-understood, always assuming that it is true.
Perhaps Thomas received such a request and wrote what he
could, within the limits of his knowledge; that is, he wrote a
foundational work that would undergird any detailed mission-
ary attack. Perhaps he already had a work of comprehensive
pedagogy in hand which he adapted for Raymond’s sake, add-
ing topical references in the prologue and elsewhere.”® There
is other evidence that Thomas struggled to find a pedagogical
form that would provide an organic unity to the teaching of
Christian truth; Raymond’s request might easily have been
subsumed in that larger pedagogical search.®* In any event, a

27 Contra errores Graecorum, prologue, EL 40, page AT71, lines 16-71.

28 De rationibus fidei . . ., cap. 1, HL 40, p. B57, esp. 11. 25, 27, 41, 49;
and cap. 2, FL 40, p. B58, 11. 1-22.

29 Unfortunately, we lack those pages of the autograph which would allow
one to see Thomas’s re-writing of the first nine chapters. Such traces of the
first redaction as are preserved in the ‘pA’ manuscript tradition provide
only a few variants for chapters 1-4, none of which are substantive. See the
critical apparatus in FL 13, pp. 3-23, and the summary remarks, p. xvi.

80 Thomas is reported to have re-worked a commentary on the first Book
of Sentences; he obviously abandoned that expository pattern for the more
lucid structure of the Summa theologice. See Weisheipl, Friar Thomas, p.
359, for Tolomeo of Luecca’s report, and the prologue to the prima pars of
the Summa,
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fundamental work structured according to the needs of Chris-
tian pedagogy is difficult to call missionary, except in that sense
in which every Christian reader is constantly being called to
conversion. Any number of works, including the Summa
theologiae, have been used as foundations for missionary ac-
tivity. Such uses have not drawn them into the class of mis-
sionary manuals. Nor, indeed, does it help much that some-
thing be classed as ‘ missionary’ unless one can give a very
precise account of its place in missionary activity. So the sug-
gestions of circumstantial evidence have run aground. We
must turn from them to the work itself in order to find the
proper entry into the Contra Gentiles.

2. The Prologue

On opening the Contra Gentiles, the careful exegete would
want first to consider the meaning of its title. Unfortunately,
here too there is some uncertainty, as is not unusual with
medieval academic works. The title Liber or Summa contra
gentiles appears in early lists from the Parisian stationers, in
the first writings by ‘Thomists,” and in the catalogues of
Thomas’s works.** In early copies of the work, however, there
appears the title Liber de weritate catholicae fidei contra
errores infidelium and variants of it.** Either title is easily de-
rived from the text of the second chapter, where Thomas says
“ we propose as our intention to show, in whatever little way

31 For catalogues from c¢. 1292 to 1375 with the title Contra Gentiles or
some variation, see Anton Michelitsch, Thomas-schriften, 1 (Graz and Vienna:
Styria, 1913), pp. 101 (#46), 102 (#82/251), 104 (#127/295), 105 (#131/
299), 107 (#175/1372), 109 (#245/192), 110, (#254/200), 111 (#285/232),
112 (#311/1559), 115 (#75), 127 (#14), 134 (#4), 137 (#), 140 (#30),
143 (#6), 145 (#4), 149 (#4), 156 (#3). The title Liber de veritate catho-
lice fidei appears in some of the later catalogues: see Michelitsch, pp. 104
(#117/286), 106 (165/1083), 110 (#268/214). Henry of Hereford, whose
catalogue is dated 1292-1294, gives the conflated title Summa contra gentiles
de veritate catholice fidei; see Michelitseh, p. 125 (#76). For a Parisian
stationers’ list of 1286, see Denifle and Chatelain, Chartularium Universitatis
Parisiensis, I (Paris: Frs. Delalain, 1889), #530, pp. 644-649, especially p.
646 (“Summa fratris Thome contra Gentiles”).

82 See, for example, EL 13, p. xii.
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we can, the truth offered by the catholic faith (veritatem quam
fides catholica profitetur), eliminating contrary errors” (1.2.
#9) . He then goes on to speak of the “errors of the Gentiles
(errores gentilium)” (1.2. #10) . Whether the book is a liber
or a summa is not decided by the text (as it is elsewhere) . The
title summa, even if authentic, would prove too equivocal for
settling the issue of the work’s purpose. In the thirteenth cen-
tury, ¢ summa’ covers a number of very different works, be-
ginning with the simplest of collections. The decision among
the various titles must be set aside, then, except insofar as
the catalogue title raises a question about the meaning of
‘ gentiles.

M. M. Gorce argued more than fifty years ago that the
‘gentiles’ of Thomas’s title referred immediately to the Pari-
sian exponents of heterodox Aristotelianism.*® His evidence for
the claim came from a Parisian document of 1277, which speaks
of the ‘ gentiles’ of the Arts faculty in this sense, and from the
correspondences between heterodox views condemned in 1270
or 1277 and positions mentioned by Thomas. The arguments
are unconvincing. Gorcee cannot establish any direct connection
between the coinage in the document and Thomas’s use of the
term, nor can he show that the correspondence of views is any-
thing but the effect of a common philosophical problematic.
Gorce does raise the issue, however, what Thomas might mean
by speaking of ¢ gentiles’ in the prologue.

Elsewhere in the Contra Gentiles itself, the positions ascribed
to the ‘ gentiles’ are those of ancient Greek philosophy. Thus,
the ““ gentiles” are misled by the “first natural philosophers
(prims philosophi naturales)” into holding a view that the
heavens are animated by divinities (1.20. #189-198). They use
this error to defend their idolatry (1.27. #258) . The “ gentiles ™

s3 M, M. Goree, “La lutte ‘contre Gentiles’ & Paris,” in Mélanges
Mandonnet . . . {Paris: J. Vrin, 1930), I, 223-243, particularly pp. 228-233;
see also his retrospective remarks on the work in Bulletin Thomiste, t.3/an.7
(1930), ##1203-1206, pp. [179]-[187]. Goree’s argument was attacked on
its characterization of a persistent ‘ Latin Averroism’ by David Salman,
“ Sur la lutte contre Gentiles de S. Thomas,” Divus Thomas [Piacenzal, 40
(1937), 488-509.
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were also those who held for some species of the world’s eter-
nity and, thus, for a circular time (I1.38. #1150; IV.82.
#4171). Thus, when Thomas says in the prologue that the
“ancient teachers (antiqui doctores)” of Christendom could
attack errors in detail because they had been  gentiles” or
were in conversation with them, he is thinking of such writers
as Augustine, Ambrose, and Jerome—men who lived as or
among the Hellenized pagans of late antiquity.

The same usage is found in others of Thomas’s works and
in reportationes of his teaching. Thomas speaks of the gentiles
as exponents of pre-Christian learning. He writes that ‘the
Greeks’ is used metonymically for all gentiles, since all re-
ceived worldly wisdom from the Greeks.** He singles out the
Platonists as specially to be recognized among the gentiles for
positing a providence, though he holds that the gentiles gen-
erally recognized the existence of God.*® Most interestingly,
however, Thomas is reported as speaking about * gentiles” in
the present tense and distinguishing them both from the
(Byzantine) schismatics and from the (Islamic) infidels: “in
the North (in Aquilonari) there are still many gentiles, and in
the East many schismatics and infidels (schismatici et in-
fideles.” *¢ To summarize, ‘gentiles’ means for Thomas, his-
torically, pre- or extra-Christian man and, metaphorically, the
human mind under the tutelage of nature. The highest mo-
ment of this tutelage comes in Greek philosophy. How, then,
are we to understand an argument made by Thomas “ con-
tra QGentiles”? It is an argument that corrects the natural
errors of mind (taking ‘nature’ most strictly) and that is
particularly concerned to correct the errors of the philosophers.
Is this suggestion borne out in the work’s prologue?

34 Super I ad Cor., cap. 6 lect. 3, BB 5, 499, col. 2; Super ad Rom., cap. 1
lect. 5, EB 5, 445, col. 3, and lect. 6, EB 5, 446, col. 1.

85 Sent. de Cael., lib. 1 lect. 4 no. 5, EB 4, 26, col. 1; Sent. libri Ethic., lib.
9 lect. 10 no. 3, BB 4, 223, col. 3; Postilla super Psalmos ps. 21 no. 23, EB
6, 78, col. 3.,

36 Postilla super Psalmos, ps. 48 no. 1, EB 6, 120, col. 2. On the reliability
of this text, see Weisheipl, Friar Thomas, pp. 368-369, #26.
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The prologue begins, in the first chapter, with an Aristo-
telian explication of a Scriptural verse in praise of wisdom.
The explication connects this verse and other passages in
Scripture with Aristotle’s hortatory depiction of wisdom at the
beginning of the Metaphysics. Thomas continues, in the sec-
ond chapter, by arguing the utility of wisdom and by announc-
ing his intention to set it forth, despite difficulties. This is a
standard topic in philosophical prologues, as is the claim that
wisdom demands expression.*” But how is wisdom in fact to be
set forth? The next chapters, 8 through 8, answer this ques-
tion in general; the 9th chapter draws specific compositional
divisions from the general remarks. The whole prologue con-
stitutes an extended but implicit accessus, in which chapter 2
gives the statement of intentio while the remaining chapters
describe the modus in relation to the materia. The under-
standing of the materia depends upon a distinction between
two types of truth in regard to God, a distinction which has
occasioned as much feuding as did the possibility of a mission-
ary motivation.

The most recent round of the debate can be said to have
begun in 1924 when Guy de Broglie argued from the * general
economy ~ of the Contra Gentiles, as proposed in the prologue,
to a formal distinction between philosophical and theological
truths.®® De Broglie’s motive was not to comment on the
Contra Gentiles so much as to extract a polemical conclusion
from it in regard to the natural desire for God. But De Broglie
takes Thomas as promising that the first three books of the
work will deal only with “ religious truths accessible to reason
alone,” thus constituting “ a Christian philosophy which will
have its own consistency.” ** De Broglie was answered in-

37 See Ernst Robert Curtius, Furopean Literature and the Latin Middle
Ages, tr. Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University, 1953), pp. 83-
85 and 87-88.

38 Guy de Broglie, “ De la place du surnaturel dans la philosophie de saint
Thomas,” Recherches de science religieuse, 14 (1924), 193-246 and 481-496,
15 (1925) 5-53. The most pertinent remarks fall in the first two install-
ments.

39 De Broglie, p. 207; cf. pp. 206-209, 482.



186 MARK D. JORDAN

stantly by M. Blanche, who argued that the Contra Gentiles
was an apologetic, hence theological work, which treated of
everything under the formality of the revealed.*® But Blanche’s
brief comment was only the first round.*

In the next year, R. Mulard, while rebutting De Broglie’s
main thesis at length, agreed with Blanche on the apologetic
character of the Contra Gentiles and added confirming evi-
dence from its manner of citing Seripture.** Maurice Bouyges
followed in the same year with a summary of the debate and
a proposal that the Contra Gentiles be regarded as a missionary
apologetic structured by reference to the sensitivities of a non-
Christian readership.®* All specifically Christian matter is
transposed into the fourth book, while all matter common to
Christians and non-Christians is arranged progressively in the
first three books. For Bouyges, the distinction is not a formal
division between two types of propositions logically char-
acterized with regard to their demonstrability; it is an apolo-
getic distinction between the “ discussable and non-discuss-
able ” or between what is and is not “ susceptible . . . of being
established and defended, in different degrees, before non-
Christian partisans of supposedly revealed religions.” *

40 M. Blanche, “Note ” (appended to a report of a lecture by de Broglie),
Revue de Philosophie, 24 (1924), 444-449.

41 Indeed, there were really two debates, one concerning the natural possi-
bility for beatitude (together with such related notions as ¢ obediential po-
tency’), the other concerning the distinction of two truths in the Contre
Gentiles. T will here notice only the second debate. For a bibliography of the
first, see M. Matthys, “ Quid ratio naturalis doceat de possibilitate visionis
beatae secundum S. Thomam in Summa contra Gentiles,” Divus Thomas
[Piacenzal, 39 (1936), 201-228, at p. 201, note 2. Matthys himself provides
a rigorous but falsely schematic reconstruction of the argument for the two
truths; see his pp. 203-213.

42R. Mulard, “ Désir naturel de connaitre et vision béatifique,” Revue des
sciences philosophiques et théologiques, 14 (1925), 5-19. See also Mulard’s
review in the Bulletin Thomiste, t.1/an. 2 (1925), ##195-196, pp. [192]-
[195]1, though Mulard there adds nothing further with regard to the structure
of the Contra Gentiles.

43 Maurice Bouyges, “Le plan du Contre Gentiles de S. Thomas,”
Archives de Philosophie, 3 (1925), 320-341 or 176-197 in the separate pagina-
tion of this special volume.

4¢ Bouyges, “ Le plan,” p. 191 (of the separate pagination).
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Bouyges’s hypothesis was substantially accepted in a general
review of the debate published in 1930 by Balthasar and
Simonet.** Since then, the tendency has been to argue for a
wider audience and a larger intention—to which points T will
return below.*®

It seems to me that none of the positions taken with regard
to the two truths is entirely fair to the text, though Bouyges
may come closest—not when he invokes the missionary char-
acter, but when he points to the rhetorical motivation of the
division. Read in context, the famous division separates two
possibilities for effective persuasion. The division is intro-
duced, in chapter 8, with an allusion to Aristotle’s doctrine
about the different ways disciplines can produce conviction
(I.3. #13). Since the wise man’s teaching of truth is for the
sake of its being apprehended, of its producing reasonable con-
viction, the question of the degree of conviction possible in any

45 N. Balthasar and A. Simonet, “ Le plan de la Somme contre les Gentils
de saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue néo-scolastique de philosophie, 32 (1930),
183-214, especially pp. 185 (mote 1), 186-188, 203. Balthasar and Simonet
consider as well the views of De Broglie, Blanche, and Mulard, as well as
those of M. Berten in “A propos de la Summa Contra Gentiles,” Criterion
[Barcelonal, 4 (1928), 175-183. Compare the reviews by H.-M. Feret in
Bulletin Thomiste, £.3/an.7, ##86-87, pp. [105]-[112].

46 With the 1950 edition of his Introduction, Chenu holds that the Conire
Gentiles is a theological apologetic, but also a deeply historical work, en-
gaged in the concrete reality of the confrontation between Christianity and
Islam; compare Introduction & Uétude de Saint Thomas d’Aquin (3rd ed.,
Montreal: I. E. M., and Paris: J. Vrin, 1974), pp. 247-251. Gauthier argues,
to the contrary, that the intention of the work is the supra-historical “ in-
tention of wisdom”; see his “Introduction historique,” pp. 87-99. Michael
B. Crowe seems to combine Goree, Bouyges, and Chenu, saying that the work
aims at two missionary fronts, the one foreign and the other domestic; see
“St. Thomas Against the Gentiles,” Irish Theological Quarterly, 29 (1962),
93-120, especially pp. 104, 106. In a persuasive essay, somewhat at odds
with his introduction to the English translation of the Conira Gentiles,
Anton Pegis sees Thomas as transforming the Aristotelian project by order-
ing it to the Incarnation; see “Qu'est-ce que la Summa contra Gentiles,”
L’Homme devant Diew: Mélanges. . . . de Lubac (Paris: Aubier, 1964),
especially pp. 172, 181-182. Quintin Turiela argues that the work is intended
to show educated believers the truth of what they hold by faith; see his
“YLa intencién de santo Toméas en la ‘Summa econtra Gentiles, ” Studium
[Madrid], 14 (1974), 371-401.
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subject-matter is most important. The division is recalled
again when Thomas says that there is a twofold mode of truth
“in what we confess (confitemur) of God” (1.3. #14). The
first truths “ exceed every power of human reason ’; the second
truths are those to which “natural reason can also reach.”
These latter truths were “demonstratively proved” by the
philosophers, “led by the light of natural reason ™ (1.8, #14).
Note here that reason is said not to exhaust, but to touch these
accessible truths—and so we must understand the demonstra-
tive proofs of the philosophers not as Cartesian reductions,
but as exemplary forms of rational instruction. To say that the
philosophers proved them demonstratively is to say that they
constructed fully rational pedagogies leading to these conclu-
sions. Thomas stresses that some truths quite obviously ex-
ceed the power of human pedagogy because men do not now
know God’s essence and stand low in the hierarchy of created
intelligences (1.8. #16-17). He adds that they have a daily ex-
perience of error about senstble things (1.3. #18).

This argument is amplified in the next chapter when Thomas
concludes that truths of the second class are fittingly proposed
to man for belief because of the weakness of human specula-
tion. If even naturally accessible truths were left solely for
philosophic demonstration, only a few would come to know
God, and that after a long time and with much admixture of
error (L.4. #23-25). These arguments, which are ex conveni-
entia, are adapted by Thomas from several sources, but espe-
cially from a longer list in Maimonides’s Guide of the Per-
plexed.* Here they are introduced to secure the point that the
divine clemency acted well (“salubriter”) in providing its
human pupils with a revelation even of naturally accessible
truths (I.4. #26) . The converse argument is made in the next

47 For a schematic analysis of the six texts in which Thomas treats this
question, see P. Synave, “ La révélation des vérités divines naturelles d’aprés
saint Thomas d’Aquin,” in Mélanges Mandonnet (Paris: J. Vrin, 1930), I,
327-370, particularly pp. 328-352. Synave concludes that the Contra Gentiles
marks Thomas’s mature re-formulation of Maimonides’s five reasons (pp. 350-
351). But the dependence on Maimonides is still unmistakable; compare the
charts on pp. 333 and 344.
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chapter, where Thomas defends God for having revealed truths
that exceed human reason altogether. He argues, first, that
nothing will be desired or sought unless it is known. His ex-
amples are the promises of the Christian religion and the moral
persuasion of ancient philosophy. The philosophers had to
persuade men to leave sensual pleasures for more estimable
ones (“honestatem”) by showing them that there were goods
more powerful than the sensory; there are higher pleasures in
the exercise of active or contemplative virtues. Thomas gives
no specific illustration and there is none to be found in Mai-
monides’s discussion of preparatory disciplines.*® Indeed, the
reference to ancient philosophy is added by Thomas himself.
He here summarizes the project of ‘ Gentile’ persuasion to the
philosophic life and to striving towards participation in the di-
vine. As if to emphasize that Greek origin, Thomas takes
three auctoritates in this chapter from Aristotle—and then
confirms them with two from Scripture.

The concern for justified persuasion is continued in the sixth
chapter with its distinction between sober and frivolous con-
viction (I.6. #86-41); in the seventh chapter, with analogies
between divine and human teaching (I.7. #48); and in the
eighth, with its remarks on the usefulness and the delight of
exercise in the pursuit of what exceeds present capacity (I.8.
#49) . But persuasion stands forth most clearly in the final
chapter of the prologue, the ninth, where Thomas draws the
compositional conclusion from the doctrine of the two modes
of truth.

Those truths which can be reached by the labor of reason, he
says, should be set forth by demonstrative reasons, “by which
the adversary can be convinced” (1.9. #52). The higher

48 Maimonides, Dux seu director dubitantium out perplezorum, ed. A.
Giustiani (Paris, 1520; rptd. Frankfurt: Minerva, 1964), 1.33, {. 13r-v. On
the peculiarites of this Latin version, which reproduces that used by Thomas,
see Wolfgang Kluxen, ¢ Literargeschichtliches zum lateinischen Moses
Maimonides,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale, 21 (1954), 32-
50, especially 32-35; and Kluxen, “ Die Geschichte des Maimonides im lateini-
schen Abendland . . .” in Judentum im Mittelalter, ed. Paul Wilpert (Ber-
lin: de Gruyter, 1966), 146-166, especially pp. 156-157.
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truths cannot be reached by such demonstrative reasons and
so one ought not to try to “ convince the adversary” by their
means, but only to address or resolve his difficulties (1.9. #52) .
Indeed, the only way of “ convincing the adversary” in such
cases is by the authority of Scripture, divinely confirmed by
miracles (I.9. #53). In regard to such higher truths, one will
only advance verisimilitudes for the exercise and comfort of
the faithful, not “for convincing adversaries” (1.9. #54).
Thomas proposes, then, first to show forth those truths which
faith proffers and which reason can also investigate, using
authorities from the Philosophers and the Saints—so that
these truths might be confirmed and the adversary convinced ”
(1.9. #55) . He will then turn to the higher truths, in order to
“resolve the reasons of the adversaries” and to declare the
truth of the faith by probable arguments and Scriptural au-
thority (L.9. #56) .

I have here reproduced Thomas’s language, even at the risk
of illustrating faulty repetition, in order to show that the
phrase ‘to convince an adversary (or adversaries)’ recurs five
times in three short paragraphs. The structure of the Contra
Gentiles as Thomas proposes it is phrased in terms of a rhe-
torical or pedagogical efficacy. But who is to be persuaded and
about what? The audience is not the ‘ adversary ’ himself, not
the prospective convert. Thomas wants to show rather how
an adversary could be convinced. To whom will he show
this? He will show it to believers who are concerned with the
persuasion of unbelievers—that is, to all thinking believers
whatever. The means by which he shows it to believers—this
is a second order of persuasion, a higher rhetorie, by which he
teaches those who would persuade. More exactly, it is an
anthology of exemplary arguments divided by a distinction in
persuasion. This is the conclusion of the prologue and, I think,
of the debate over the two truths.

Still, in order to teach believers about what can and cannot
be demonstrated, Thomas must undertake a persuasive clarifi-
cation of the truth of faith. As it teaches believers how to per-
suade, the Contra Gentiles must also persuade believers to be-
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come habituated in the whole of Christian wisdom. The work
recognizes a distinction between the realm in which reason can
be persuaded by demonstration or probable arguments and one
in which reason can be addressed and exercised but not proba-
tively persuaded. It offers this recognition to believers who ac-
cept and ought rightly to understand truths in both realms.
How is such a general rhetoric for believers to be constructed?
It would seem that answers to this question about structure
can be had by comparing Thomas’s proposed compositional
pattern with its generic antecedents.

3. The Genre

Two suggestions towards generic antecedents are provided
immediately in the sources used for the prologue itself. The
first is the explicit auctoritas of Aristotle’s Metaphysics the
second is the implicit reliance on Maimonides’s Guide. I will
take them in order.

Since Jaeger, modern readers have known of the connection
between the first two chapters of the Metaphysics and Aris-
totle’s Protreptikos*® They have thus known, though they
have not always appreciated, that the opening of the Meta-
physics stands in a long line of similarly motivated philosophic
writings. The genre of philosophic protreptic was used for a
millenium after Isocrates.®® Extant or partially extant mem-
bers of the genre would include entire Platonic dialogues and
sections in them (such as the conversation between Socrates

49 Werner Jaeger, Aristotle (2nd ed., Oxford: Clarendon, 1948), pp. 68-71.

50 For surveys of the history of protreptic in ancient philosophy, see Paul
Hartlich, “De exhortatione a Graecis Romanisque seriptarum historia et
indole,” Leipziger Studien fiir classischen Philologie, 11 (1889), 207-336;
Paul Wendland, Anawimenes von Lampsakos. Studien zur dltesten Geschichie
der Rhetorik . .. (Berlin: Weidmann, 1905), pp. 71-101; Martinus Mesotten,
“ De wijsgerige protreptiek voor Aristoteles,” Philologische Studien [Lou-
vainl, 4 (1932-33), 161-189; Michel Ruch, L’Hortensius de Cicéron: Histoire
et reconstitution (Paris: Belles Lettres, 1958), 15-27, but especially pp. 15-
18, Ingemar Diiring, Aristotle’s Protrepticus: An Attempt at Reconstruction,
Studia Graeca et Latina Gothoburgensia ([Copenhagen:] Acta Universitatis
Gothoburgensis [Almqvist & Wiksell], 1961), pp. 19-27.



192 MARK D. JORDAN

and Clinias in the Euthydemus), the Protreptikos of Posido-
nius, Cicero’s Hortensius, the 90th of Seneca’s Epistulae
morales, Tamblichus’s Protreptikos, and the 24th oration of
Themistius. The genre was so widely adopted that it invited
reflection and systematization. The treatises by Posidonius
and Tamblichus are not so much protreptics as anthologies of
protreptic commonplaces. Moreover, the works so far men-
tioned are only those that would seem to fall under the strict-
est definition of philosophic protreptic. There are many other
sorts of writing that could be taken as having a similar per-
suasive end. Among those would be the long line of works con-
trasting the other arts, especially rhetorie, with true wisdom.
Another group of titles would be those surveys of learning that
introduce a philosophic teleology into the paideia of the arts.
Finally, one might want to consider as protreptics to philos-
ophy the formal admonitions to contemplative piety, such as
Porphyry’s letter to his wife, the Pros Markellan.

It is difficult to state a precise definition of protreptic that
would bind together these different works, whether of the
strict or loose sense. The ancient authors themselves offer
various definitions, but each expresses a prescription rather
than a description. Nor can it be said that the end envisaged
for protreptic persuasion was the same for all, since the notion
of the end varied crucially with philosophie school and at least
technically with author in a school. Still, one can specify the
term ‘protreptic’ in this way. A protreptic was originally a
persuasion to the study and practice of some art or skill; for
philosophic writers, it became an exhortation to the practice
of the philosophic art, which required virtues of inquiry and
contemplation. The existence of a protreptic genre shows that
beginning the practice of such virtues required persuasion, that
this persuasion was undertaken against competing claims, and
that the character of the persuasion was meant to secure the
character of the virtues practiced after it.

Of the long list of ancient protreptics, only the smallest frac-
tion was known to Thomas. He knew at first hand from Cicero
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a number of works, but not, of course, the Hortensius® He
might have gathered some sense of Cicero’s protreptic from
the remarks on wisdom in De officiis * or from those on philos-
ophy in the Twusculan Disputations.”® Seneca enjoyed a wide
reputation for moral teaching among Latin readers in the 12th
century, but figures in Thomas chiefly as an authority on the
wise man’s conquest of passions.”* It might seem more likely
that Thomas would have learned of ancient philosophic pro-
treptic through its appearances in Christian writers, from both
their descriptions and their imitations. Thomas speaks no
judgment about the Confessions’ praise for Cicero and seems
not to have noticed the protreptic structure of such early
Augustinian works as the Contra Academicos. He did not have
Clement of Alexandria, whose Protreptikos and Paidagogos are
Christian revisions of philosophic exhortation. Thomas’s re-
example of Christian protreptic, is confined to logical and tech-
nically theological matters. References to the Consolation do
not advert to its drama. These particular misses in the read-
ing of protreptic are made easier, perhaps, by Thomas’s gen-
erally harsh judgment on rhetoric.”

Still, Thomas may be said to understand the importance of

51 Clemens Vansteenkiste,  Cicerone nell’opera di S. Tommaso,” Angelicum,
36 (1959), 343-382, especially pp. 378-379.

52 For example, De officiis, 1.4.13, 1.6.18-19, 1.44-155-156.

53 For example, Tusculanarum Quaestionum, 1.4.7-8, 2.1.1-2.5.13, 3.1.1-3.3.7,
4.1.1-4.3.7, 5.1.1-5.5.11

5¢ See, for example, Super Sent. I d.46 a.4 obj.l, II d.33 q.2 2.2 sc.2, 111
d.15 q.2 a.2 qc.1 obj.2 and d.35 q.2 a.l sol.2. There are other references on
moral matters (such as the naturalpess of death) and on miscellaneous bits
of ancient culture. Seneca is cited only once in De wveritate and then for a
definition of ‘idea’ (q.2 a.10 sc.1). He is never cited explicitly in the Contre
Gentiles. 1 leave aside the question, how far this decrease might signify a
different judgment on Seneca and how far it is the result of Thomas’s
tendency to simplify his handling of auctoritates after the Sentences-com-
mentary. On Sepeca’s wider importance for the twelfth century, see Klaus-
Dieter Nothdurft, Studien zsum Rinfliiss Senecas auf die Philosophie und
Theologie des zwblften Jahrhunderts (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1963).

55 There is an interesting exception in the Contra impugnanies Dei cultum,
ps.3 c¢.5, where Thomas defends the utility of rhetoric in the setting forth of
divine teaching.
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beginning philosophic practice rightly. For example, he applies
the Ciceronian model of the exordium to the opening of Aris-
totle’s De Anima and its remarks on delight in learning.’®
There is no such explicitly rhetorical approach to the Meta-
physics, but there is a sense of its persuasive purposes. In his
commentary on the Metaphysics, finished some ten years after
the Contra Gentiles, Thomas paraphrases at length Aristotle’s
remarks on the desirability of wisdom.”” More summarily,
Thomas says that the purpose of Aristotle’s prologue is to show
the dignity and end of metaphysics.”®* In works prior to the
Contra Gentiles, Thomas frequently appeals to these same
chapters to secure the lofty characterization of wisdom.*®
Thomas sees that Aristotle begins the Metaphysics not just
with a designation of the study, but with its praise.

Even so, the problem of persuasion in Thomas requires a
thoroughgoing transformation of ancient protreptic. Most
philosophic protreptics presume citizenship and move from it
to the call of philosophy, variously conceived. In Thomas’s
protreptic, what is presumed is Christian baptism, member-
ship in the Church. His call is not to conversion, but to prog-
ress in the practice of Christian wisdom. This means that his
persuasion, as compared to the philosophic, has a delayed be-
ginning and no presently attainable end. The protreptic of
Christian wisdom is internal to faith but thus co-extensive
with the status viae.

Of course, the Christian transformation of persuasion to
wisdom Thomas could see in many places—and he practices
it not only in the Contra Gentiles. There are what might be
called sapiential exhortations in a number of Latin academic

56 Super De an., lib. 1 lect. 1 n. 2, EB 6, 6, col, 1.

57 Super Met., lib. 1 lect. 1, nn. 1-4 and 23-24, EB 4, 391, cols. 1-2, and nn.
£3-24, EB 4, 392, col. 2; lib. 1 lect. 2 nn. 1-8, EB 4, 393, cols. 1-2; lib. 1
lect. 3 nn. 2-14, EB 4, 394, cols. 1-3.

58 Super Met., lib. 1 lect. 4 n, 4, EB 4, 394, col. 3.

59 See, for example, the commentary on Boethiug’s De Trinitate, q. 2 a. 2
ad Im (ed. Decker [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1960], p. 88, line 1); q. 5 a. 1 ad
2m (Decker 167.13); q. 5 a. 4 sc 3 (Decker 192.17); q. 6 a. 4 obj. 3 (Decker
224.13-14).
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works familiar in the Parisian schools—consider Hugh of St-
Victor’s Didascalicon,” Gundissalinus’s De divisione philos-
ophiae,”* and in William of Auvergne’s De universo.”* Among
works of mendicant authors prior to 1260, such prologues can
be found in Robert Kilwardby’s De ortu scientiarum ® and in
Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus rerum.** What is
perhaps most interesting, Thomas himself uses such a prologue
based on the fourfold division of wisdom for his scriptum on
the Sentences of Peter Lombard;*® a very similar topic is
treated in his inaugural lecture as regent master of theology.*

Still, these Latin antecedents are no more helpful than allu-
sions to the Metaphysics in specifying the structure of per-
suasion to be undertaken in the Contra Gentiles. While
Thomas may share with them the faith in a revealed wisdom,
he construes differently the consequences for teaching that
faith. What is still required is to see how a specific notion of
persuasion to revealed wisdom is connected to a specific com-
positional structure.

60 Hugh of St-Vietor, Didascalicon, 1.1, ed. C. H. Buttimer (Washington:
Catholic University, 1939}, p. 4.

61 Dominicus Gundissalinus, De divisione philosophiae, prol., ed. Ludwig
Baur (Munster: Aschendorff, 1903), pp. 1-19.

62 William of Auvergne, De universo, I prol. & cap. 1, as in Opera omnig
(Paris, 1674; rptd. Frankfurt, Minerva, 1963), I, pp. “93-594.

63 Robert Kilwardby, De ortu scientiorum, cap. 1, ed, Albert Judy
([London:] British Academy, and Toronto: P. I. M. S.,, 1976), pp. 9-10.

64 Bartholomaeus Anglicus, De proprietatibus reruwm, praef. (Frankfurt,
1601; rptd. Frankfurt: Minerva, 1964), pp. 1-2. Examples of such prefaces
after the Contrea Gentiles would include such diverse works as Gilbert of
Tournai’s De modo addiscends, cap. 2, where it has a specifically pedagogical
purpose, and the anonymous Compendium philosophice edited by Michel de
Bouard (Paris: Broccard, 1936), pp. 121-122,

65 Scriptum super Sent., I prol, ed. P. Mandonnet, I (Paris: Lethielleux,
1929), pp. 1-5.

66 See the Breve principium, EB 3, 648, col. 2, to 649, col. 3. Grabmann
approaches the prologue to the Summa theologice by comparison with other
prologues in the genre, especially that of Robert of Melun; see his Introduc-
tion to the Theological Summa of St. Thomas, tr. J. 8. Zybura (St. Louis
and London: B. Herder, 1930), pp. 60-63; and the Geschichte der scholastis-
chen Methode (rptd. Graz: Akad. Druck- u. Verlaganstalt, 1957), II, 340-
358, for the text from Robert and Grabmann’s comments on it.
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I turn to the second source in Thomas’s prologue, namely,
Maimonides, with whom Thomas would seem to share both
acceptance of revelation and familiarity with the Aristotelian
tradition of wisdom. Are there structural parallels here? The
suggestion gains plausibility because Maimonides seems most
to have affected Latin academic circles through Albert and
Albert’s students, including Thomas.”” Of course, Thomas dis-
agreed with Maimonides on a number of issues having to do
with the transparency of human knowledge about God,
Maimonides usually taking the more negative view.*®* But how
did Thomas stand with regard to Maimonides’s persuasive pro-
ject in the Guide?

The Guide begins, in Thomas’s Latin version, with a bless-
ing on a nameless student and a dedicatory epistle to him. The
student is beloved because he so earnestly desires wisdom,
though his prior training had not adequately prepared him
for its study.®® Maimonides is writing the Guide to complete
the hierarchy of learning which has again been interrupted.
There follows an invocation compounded from one verse of
Psalm 148 and two verses from Proverbs.” Maimonides then
begins his proemium with a plain statement of intention: the
Guide is meant to explain the difficult locutions of the
prophets.” After stressing that he does not write for all,
Maimonides says more fully: “the intention of this whole book
is that the law be understood by the way of truth (per viam

67 See Kluxen, “Maimonides und die Hochscholastik,” Philosophisches
Jahrbuch, 63 (1955), 151-165, especially pp. 157-165.

68 See Kluxen, “ Maimonides and die Hochscholastik,” pp. 163-164; and
Leo J. V. Elders, “ Les rapports entre la doctrine de la prophétie en S.
Thomas et le ‘ Guide des égarés’ de Maimonide,” Divus Thomas [Piacenzal,
78 (1975), 449-456, and in Actas del Quinto Congreso Internacional de
Filosofia Medieval (Madrid: Ed. Nacional, 1979), I, 677-684.

69 Maimonides, Duw, f. 2r: “ Anima tua preciosa fuit in oculis meis propter
vehemens desiderium tuum in acquirendo sapientiam. . . . Et dixi in eorde
meo: fortassis amor illius erga sapientiam amor major est quam apprehensio
intellectus ipsius.”

70 Psalms 143:8; Proverbs 8:4 and 22:17.

71 Maimonides, Dua, f. 2r: “Istius libri prima intentio est explanare diver-
sitates nominum quae inveniuntur in libris prophetarum . ., .”
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veritatis) . For the intention of this book is to purge (experge-
facere) the mind of the just man ...” (f. 2r). Maimonides fol-
lows with remarks on the appearance of truth in Scripture,
which shows forth its secrets briefly and through the veil of
symbols. Any teacher wishing to expound such matters must
replace Scriptural symbolism with deliberate brevity and ob-
scurity. Maimonides ends with specific instructions to the
reader, including remarks on seven reasons for the semblance
of self-contradiction in a work.

The prologue of the Contra Gentiles may be said to agree
with the opening of the Guide in its emphasis on wisdom, in
its desire to complete a hierarchy of knowledge, and in its sub-
jection of philosophical study to Secripture. The Contra Gen-
tiles disagrees with the Guide crucially on private and public
in spiritual teaching. There is no device of dedication to a
single student in Thomas, though this was a common topic in
prefaces; nor is there any long analysis of esoteric writing. On
the contrary, Thomas begins with a Scriptural quotation that
emphasizes the public and disputatious character of wisdom.
(Thomas’s opening citation is also taken from Proverbs 8,
though not from Maimonides’s verse.) Moreover, Thomas’s
doctrine of the double mode of manifesting truth may be said
to replace Maimonides’s more elaborate and pessimistic hier-
archy of minds in relation to divine radiance.”” Maimonides
writes obscurely for the just; Thomas writes publicly for the
community of believers.

If Thomas’s prelude seems at once to echo and to reverse the
project of the Guide, a comparison of the two structures is
even more ambiguous. It is possible to take the first seventy
chapters of the Guide, to delete most of the short sections that
gloss particular scriptural locutions or passages, and then to
match the remaining chapters with some plausibility against
the topics of Contra Gentiles, I. Thus, the use of remotion to
establish negative truths about God’s simplicity corresponds

72 See Maimonides, Duw, prol. ff. 2v-3r. Maimonides offers something like
the doctrine of two modes of truth in Duz, 1.30, f. 11r.
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to the reiterated emphasis in the Guide on God’s incomparable
incorporeality.”® More particularly, Thomas’s chapters on re-
motion (14), the metaphysics of divine simplicity (21-22), and
divine incorporeality (20, 27) find direct correspondences in
the Guide (respectively, 34 and 57; 56; 54 and 75). Again,
Thomas’s treatment of the divine names (80-86) corrects a
similarly explicit treatment in the Guide (26, 51-52, 59-59,
and 60-63 for the scriptural particulars). The main tenets of
divine knowledge, divine causality, and divine life are also
established in the Guide’s first book (respectively 67, 68, and
45) .

But these correspondences, which are explicable in many
ways other than as direct imitation, also conceal great differ-
ences. First, as is clear in my choice of chapters, the Scriptural
hermeneutic of the Guide is lacking in Thomas as a composi-
tional motive. Thomas is not concerned in the Contra Gentiles
to gloss the obscurities of Scripture, except incidentally.™
Second, the order of the Guide is not followed by the Contra
Gentiles, as regards either sequence or division of topics. To
take the obvious example: Thomas begins the argument of the
first book with a consideration of demonstrations for the exist-
ence of God; Maimonides treats of them only at the beginning
of the second book and then in the context of divine creation.
Again, Maimonides tends to treat attributes of life before
those of intellect and causality or will. Thomas’s order is just
the reverse. Thomas may be interested in Maimonides on the
divine names, or Maimonides against anthropomorphisms, or
Maimonides on specific details of the Islamic Aristotle, but he
does not seem to be following either Maimonides’s structure or
his general conclusions.

78 Of course, Maimonides is not the only source of the insistence against
anthropomorphism. Thomas knows of it from many patristic sources, such as
Augustine, De Trinitate, 1.1.1-3, ed. W. J. Mountain (Turnhout: Brepols,
1968), pp. 27-31; and John Damascene, De fide orthodoza, cap. 1, tr. Bur-
gundio of Pisa, ed. E. M. Buytaert (Louvain and Paderborn: F. Schonigh,
1955), pp. 1-2.

74 For example, I. 42. #353b: “ Quae quidem consuetudo loquendi etiam
in Sacra Scriptura invenitur, dum sancti angeli, aut etiam homines vel
iudices, dit nominantur . ..’
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There is one peculiarity in the structure of the Guide, how-
ever, that points towards the central feature in the structure
of the Contra Gentiles. Maimonides ends with the following
sequence of topics: providence, prophecy, the rationality of the
Torah, and the implications of God’s law for human life. So,
too, the Contra Gentiles, in all of its divisions, ends with depic-
tions of the human good. The structure of the Contra Gen-
tiles, as of the Guide, is not so much a descending deduction as
an ascending exhortation. Here, indeed, the Maimonidean
auctoritas helps to disclose Thomas’s pedagogical structure.
The end of the wisdom promised in the prologue of the Contra
Gentiles is an act, an exercise of life. The structure for offering
such a wisdom is not that of deduction to the last particular,
but rather the tracing of a route by which one can be led to
the highest end. The highest purpose of the work is not
apodictic but epideictic, not demonstrative but hortatory. In
short, it is a protreptic to the contemplation of God; it is an
ascent to God through the world and law which culminates in
the ‘ practice,’ that is, the possession of the wisdom of a vision.
The protreptic of the Contra Gentiles shares with ancient pro-
treptics the use of persuasive devices as an introduction to the
practice of contemplative virtues; it shares with Maimonides
the structural suggestion that such virtues are completed be-
yond the simply natural by means of divine exhortation. This
hypothesis of protreptic structure must now be connected,
however briefly, to features in the work beyond the prologue.

4. Protreptic Structure

If the Contra Gentiles is a protreptic work, it ought to be
possible to find in it the structures and devices of persuasion
to an end.”” Now the most obvious persuasive structure is the

75 This claim has already been made by Guy H. Allard in his “Le
‘Contra Gentiles’ et le modéle rhétorique,” Laval Théologique et Philo-
sophique, 30 (1974), 237-250. Allard compares the structure in Thomas with
the Ciceronian paradigms for deliberative discourse. I differ from Allard
both in regard to the importance of any particular rhetorical paradigm and
in his emphasis on the political.
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ascent to the human good in the first 638 chapters of the third
Book. The argument rises from a general assertion of teleologi-
cal order (chapters 1-16), through the thesis that God is the
end of all and of intellectual substances particularly (17-26),
to a comparison of contemplation with all other possible claim-
ants to human happiness (27-47). Thomas ends with a tech-
nical analysis of the contemplation of God in beatitude, but
reminds the reader that this fulfills the philosophic longing
for highest contemplation (48-63; compare 41-44 on the opin-
ion of the philosophers about contemplation) .

This ascent contains several features of classical and Chris-
tian protreptic. There is, first, the synkrisis or comparison
with alternate goods, in which contemplative wisdom emerges
as most valuable (27-86). Thomas has already remarked that
this weaning away from the seduction of alternative pleasures
is the important persuasive work of the philosophers. (I.5.
#29c) . More specifically, Thomas must rule out the possibility
that happiness consists in the exercise of the political virtues or
of the arts—just as Greek philosophic protreptic had to keep its
hearers from accepting as final the rival pedagogies of the
sophists and the poets. Thomas also offers, in second place, a
criticism of alternative descriptions of wisdom (41-44). This,
too, is a kind of synkrisis, a comparison of alternative claims to
the possession of philosophic wisdom. The Greek equivalent
would be an examination of the rival schools. But Thomas
adds, in third place, an evocation of the good to be attained in
beatitude; he writes three lyrical chapters in which he shows
how the vision of God makes men eternal participants in di-
vine life (61-62), even as it fulfills every human desire for
knowledge, virtue, honor, fame, wealth, pleasure, immortality,
and community (IT1.63. #2378-2383). Thomas ends this
peroration by juxtaposing the Aristotelian and Secriptural
praises of wisdom, so that the reader might see the one per-
fected in the other (ITI.63. #2383).

But the third Book does not stop with that evocation—and
it is important that it not do so. Thomas turns with the brief-
est of connecting passages to a long consideration of provid-
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ence. The treatment of providence is required precisely to as-
sure the reader that the distant end of contemplation, which
so little resembles our life here, is within the power of the ruler
of this cosmos. God the end is also God the ‘ governor’ or
‘ruler’ of the means.” But His providence is not coercive.
The second thesis of the treatment of providence is that
human agents are free from the coercion of celestial bodies (84-
87) and separate substances (88-89); they may follow God
without fearing fortune or fate (91-92). At much greater
length, Thomas analyzes the divine providence over intellectual
creatures (111-113) in order to show the necessity of God’s
teaching them (114-129) and the usefulness of God’s counsels
for them (180-189). The culmination of the treatment of
providence comes in the argument for man’s need of divine
grace in attaining the end already proposed (147-163). The
book ends with a chapter on election and reprobation that
emphasizes man’s freedom under or within God’s glory. The
last line of the book is a doxology from Romans (11:85-36).
This doxology is the seal on the doctrine that the human end
cannot be obtained without God’s help.

Now it seems to me that this hortatory structure of the
third Book finds echoes both earlier and later in the Contra
Gentiles. 1 have not attempted to establish it in any detail
for the third Book, and will not to do so for the others. I
would like, nonetheless, to point out a few of the most salient
structural devices. The transitions in the Contra Gentiles are
by no means as explicit or as detailed as those of the later
Summa, where the most striking beauty is a comprehensive
series of pedagogical connections. But there are moments of
transition in the Contra Gentiles which disclose something of
its underlying structure. I begin with those in the first Book.

At the end of the prologue, Thomas writes that the first

76 Thomas says exactly this in his prologue to exposition of Job, which is
contemporary with Conire Gentiles, II-III; see Weisheipl, Friar Thomas, p.
368, #25. Thomas writes that the denial of providence is the destruction of
all virtue and the fostering of vice; see Hapositio in Job, prol.,, EL 26, 11.
4148, EB 5, 1, col. 1.
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thing to be demonstrated is God’s existence, “ without which
every consideration of divine things is removed ” (1.9. #58).
The last of the demonstrative arguments concludes that
there is someone “ by whose providence the world is governed ”
(I.18. #115). The existence of God is not a fact only, but a
force over human life. There follows the via remotionis, which
establishes the negative properties about God, especially his
simplicity (14-28). It is in turning to God’s perfection that
Thomas must treat again of the divine names, in order to se-
cure resemblance between God and creatures (28-36). More
specifically, he must show that his protreptic speaking about
God is not “in vain” (1.86. #301) . The protreptic motivation
makes it appropriate that the center of the first book should
describe God’s understanding, willing, and living. God’s un-
derstanding makes him the final end for intellectual creatures;
God’s willing grounds providence; God’s life is that to which
men are called. The last section of the first Book concerns the
divine life (97-102); the last chapter argues that God’s beati-
tude exceeds every other beatitude (I1.102). There is both a
rejection of false happiness (1.102. #849) and a doxology here,
too: “Ipsi igitur qui singulariter beatus est, honor sit et gloria
in saecula saeculorum ” (1.102. #850) .

The second Book aids the protreptic by establishing God’s
causality over creation and man’s essential place in the hier-
archy of intelligences. The preface promises as much. In justi-
fying the consideration of creatures as part of Christian wis-
dom, Thomas offers four arguments. The first is that creatures
imitate divine wisdom and so produce wonder and reflection
(I1.2. #859). The second argument holds that the considera-
tion of creatures leads to fear and reverence of God (IL.2.
#860) ; the third, that it kindles in man the divine love (I1.2.
#861) . The fourth argument shows that meditation on crea-
tures gives a certain similitude of divine wisdom (IL.2. #862).
The consideration of creatures is also useful in destroying those
errors about God which prevent contemplative ascent to him—
by deifying matter, by exaggerating creatures, by exalting
necessity, by debasing human teleology (I1.3. #865-868).



THE ‘ SUMMA CONTRA GENTILES’ 203

Each of these eight reasons is directly connected to the pro-
treptic. Each supposes that the purpose of the work is to bring
about a right ordering in the active pursuit of the divine. The
considerations proposed hasten pursuit; the errors rejected are
those that would prevent it. This is confirmed in the second
Book’s last section, which treats of the highest created intel-
lects, the separated substances; the last lines here are another
doxology to the divine mind (II1.101. #1860). In the Books
leading up to the third, then, Thomas frequently points to-
wards the persuasion towards the highest good as a gracious
gift from its possessor.

The structure of the fourth Book is usually set out rather
prosaically as follows: the Trinity (2-26), the Incarnation (27-
55), the sacraments (56-78), and the final resurrection to-
gether with the last judgment (79-97). But notice these struc-
tural peculiarities. The discussion of the Trinity is introduced
under the rubric of ‘ generation’ in God; it is meant to show
how far God’s life is like that of other living things (IV.2.
#8854c; compare 1V.26. #3629, “in living things (viventi-
bus) 7). The discussion ends with a reiteration of the similitude
which links human thought to the Trinitarian processions
(IV. 26. #3631-2). The treatment of the Incarnation ends
with the question of convenientia (IV.53-55)."" The positive
arguments for its appropriateness begin with the assertion that
God’s incarnation is the most efficacious help for man’s attain-
ment of beatitude (IV.54. #83923). The same reasoning ap-
pears in other arguments and in the replies to the objections.
The sacraments are introduced and treated as the application
and manifestation of Christ’s role in human healing (IV.56.
#8962) . The last of the sacraments to be treated is matri-
mony, which is justified as extending through time man’s
search for the good (IV.78. #4119, 4124) . It goes without say-
ing that the resurrection and the last judgment are concerned
quite literally with the end of human life—indeed, of the whole

77 See the opposite order in Summa theol. II1, where the treatment of con-
venientia (q. 1) precedes the treatment of the manner of the Incarnation
(qq. 2-19).
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of human history. Although such topics frequently appear at
the end of comprehensive theological works, Thomas here pro-
vides not only a designation of human life after resurrection,
but a description of it (82-88). Some of the hypotheses may
seem extraordinary, but their point is to convince the reader
that all human desire will be fulfilled in the city of the glorified
(see especially 1V.86). The last chapter of the entire work
begins with these words, “ Thus when the last judgment has
taken place, human nature will be constituted completely in
its end ” (IV.97. #4285). The chapter ends with the divine
proclamation of eternal joy and exultation (IV.97. #4292).

It would be possible—indeed, necessary for a complete argu-
ment—to carry out such structural analyses in much greater
detail and to show how far other reasons, such as traditional
arrangement, might account for the features mentioned. But
let me simply enunciate that large task and then suggest that
the protreptic character of the Contra, Gentiles can also be dis-
cerned at closer range—for example, in the locutions by which
auctoritates are introduced, in the arrangement of multiple
arguments for a single point, and in the choice of those par-
ticular topics to be treated at length. I will be able to give
only a few examples under each heading, in order.

Thomas’s consistent locutions for introducing Scriptural
authorities were already mentioned by Mulard in the debate
over De Broglie. Mulard’s point was that the locutions showed
a separation between philosophical argument and theological
authority.”® It seems to me that the use of the locutions is
more complicated, at least before the fourth Book, where they
begin to sound more like rubrics for proof-texts on controverted
doctrinal issues. In the first three Books, the locutions are
clearly not meant to adduce Scriptural texts as syllogistic
premisses in a philosophic demonstration. The repetition of
“also (etiam)” shows that the citations which they introduce
are supplements to the arguments.” More interesting, I think,

78 Mulard, “ Désir naturel,” p. 8.
79 See 1. 14. #119, 39. #323, 44. #380, 50, #428, 67. #566.
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are the verbs which are used in these locutions: the authority
of Scripture or of the faith is said to “ confirm ” a truth,* to
“give testimony ” to it,* to “agree” with it,*® to *harmo-
nize ” with it,*® to “ profess” it,* to “confess” it,*® to teach
1t,%® to “ commemorate ” it,* to “attest” it,*® to ““ show > it,*®
to “ proffer ” it,”® and to “ protest ” it.”* These verbs suggest
that the citations are meant to add both evidence and em-
phasis. They add more evidence, because the Scripture already
counts as true for the Christian reader. They add emphasis,
because the Scripture is supremely authoritative and beauti-
fully moving. But the most interesting locutions are those
which use a causal connective: Scripture says something or
faith holds something because of the reasons enunciated in the
chapter.”” Here we see the protreptic connection between ra-
tional and authoritative persuasion. The reader has been led
through a series of arguments; he has also been reminded that
the same doctrine is found in the authorities of his faith. The

80 “Quod etiam auctoritas Sacrae Scripturae confirmat” (I. 14. #119;
compare 39, #323, 47. #402, 60. #505, 65. #539 [“firmatur ], 68. #574,
75. #646, 78. #666, 91, #764, 97. #815).

81 “ Huic autem veritati Divina Auctoritas testimonium perhibet” (I. 15.
#126; compare 1. 43 #370, 57. #484, 66. #554); “testimonium affert” (I.
55. #464).

82 “ Huic autem veritati demonstratae concordat Divina Auctoritas™ (I.
20. #188).

83 “ His autem Sacrae Scripturae auctoritas consonat” (I. 58. #493; com-
pare 70. #610).

8¢ “ Hanc etiam veritatem Catholici Doctores professi sunt” (I. 22. #212).

85 “ Hance autem veritatem etiam fides catholica confitetur” (I. 44. #380;
compare 72. #626).

86 “ Hoc etiam auctoritate Scripturae canonicae edocemur” (I. 50. #428).

87 “ Sacra Scriptura aliquando similitudinem inter enum et creaturam com-
memorat” (I. 29. #271; compare 91. #765).

88 “ Cui etiam sententiae attestari videtur Secripturae Sacrae auctoritas”
(1. 49. #417).

82 “ Quod autem Deus futura contingentia sciat, etiam auctoritate Serip-
turae Sacrae ostenditur ” (I. 67. #566).

90 “Quam Seriptura Sacra profitetur ” (I. 82, #698).

91 “ Eiug etiam beatitudinem Sacra Scriptura protestatur” (I. 100. #835).

92“ Bt inde est quod . . .” (I. 29. #271); “hinc est quod . . .” (L. 37.
#308, 40. #328, 41. #334, 56. #472, 61. #514, 99. #827); “propter quod
dicitur .. .” (I. 38, #315).
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complete persuasion to wisdom is accomplished when the
reader sees that the intelligibility of argument leads into the
intelligibility of Scripture. The reasons of the rational peda-
gogy pass over into the motives of Scriptural teaching.

It is in the sequence of arguments that the second sort of
microscopic evidence for a protreptic structure can be found.
In general, the Contra Gentiles is remarkable for not follow-
ing the patterns of an academic dispute or an academic com-
mentary. There are some sections, especially technical ones,
in which Thomas falls back on the devices of the quaestio;*®
much more rarely does he carry out a proper lectio.®* The
typical chapter in the Contra Gentiles has a short introduction
or enunciation followed by a series of arguments that ends with
confirming auctoritates or historical specifications or both. The
arguments are not interdependent in any obvious way. It is
possible to reduce them by clustering them around certain
basic premisses, but this is a static classification. Much more
interesting is to notice that the arguments are variously cumu-
lative in persuasive effect. First, to show that the same con-
clusion can be derived from very different premisses is to make
it more plausible. Second, readers who are not convinced by
one argument may be convinced by another. Thomas some-
times varies his starting points in the hope of casting a wider
argumentative net. Third, more obviously, there is sometimes
a progression in the arguments such that the last are more
comprehensive or penetrating than the first. A single passage
will have to serve as illustration. In II.16, Thomas offers
twelve arguments for creation ex nihilo, that is, with no pre-
existing matter. The first argument depends on a rule against
regression in natural causes (#938); the second through the
fifth invoke some principle of universality in effect and cause

93 See especially I1.10-11, I11.61/69, IL.74-75, I11.80-81, I1.88-89, IIL.5-6,
J11.8-9, II1.54, II1.69, 111.108-109, I11.131/134, II1.132/135, 111.136-137, IV .4.9,
IV.10, IV.16/23, 1V.25, 1V.40/49, 1V.51-52, IV.53-55, IV.62-68, IV.80-81. Note
the preponderance of such sections in the fourth Book. This is due to the
procedural limitation of answering objections against the mysteries of faith,
as in I.9. #56.

9¢ See especially 11.61, 78.
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(#934-937) ; the sixth through the ninth stress disanalogies or
disproportions between matter and divine creation (#938-
941) ; the tenth and eleventh argue from God as first being
(#942-948) . Or one might say that the principles are: no re-
gression (#933), universality of causation (#934-935), pecu-
liarities in the causation of being (#936-937), peculiarities in
the reception of effects by matter (#938-940), and asym-
metrical relationships (#941-948). On either account, there
is a movement in the chapter from physical causality through
its expansions and distensions to basic ontological relations.
Note too that the arguments will appeal to readers of the
Physics, the Metaphysics of both Aristotle and Avicenna, and
the Liber de causis.

The third and last level at which to look for evidence of the
protreptic structure comes with the selection of topics to be
treated at length. One can see principles of selection at work
on the surface of other Thomist works. Thus, in the Sentences,
the selection is determined remotely by the Lombard’s text
and directly by the tradition of commentary on it. In the
large Summa, by contrast, Thomas says explicitly that the
principle of selection is pedagogical concern for beginners.
What is the equivalent principle of economy in the Contra
Gentiles? The missionary hypothesis would explain the selec-
tion of topics here on the basis of the confrontation with Islam.
Gorce would explain it as a reaction to the ¢ Latin Averroists.”
It seems, in fact, that the selection is made in relation to the
aim of persuasion to the practice of Christian wisdom, i.e., in
relation to a protreptic. Those topics are treated extensively
and most technically which have a direct bearing on persua-
sion to the highest good. This can be verified by looking to
points of apparent distension in the text.

One of the most obvious of these is the lengthy refutation in
Book II of false views about the human intellect (for example,
I1.59-62, 73-78). Thomas treats these views extensively not
out of a technician’s delight in detail, or from love of correc-
tion, but because man’s possession of the highest good depends
on the individuality of intellects. The fashionable denial of
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that individuality requires extensive correction if the readers
are not to be prevented in advance from accepting the pro-
treptic’s persuasion. Thus, the conclusion of the arguments
against separation or unicity of intellects serves as a premiss
in the first, syllogistic proof for human immortality (I1.70.
#1598) . A similar reading can be given to the technical anal-
ysis of the beatific vision (II1.51-60). Coming at the end of
the ascent to the highest good, these chapters carry great
weight. They must show that God can be contemplated di-
rectly, but only by his gift—otherwise the rest of the third
Book will be otiose. If there is no direct contemplation, the
protreptic has no end; if there is no need for grace, the pro-
treptic is in no way Christian. Similar reasoning directs
Thomas’s technical emphasis on divine cognition of singulars
(1.68-71), on human freedom from creaturely determination
(IT1.84-88), and so on. It would not be difficult, in a com-
plete reading, to explain the seemingly distended sections on
grounds of likely error in the readers and of importance in
the persuasion to the highest good.

At three more microscopic levels, then, the Contra Gentiles
shows signs of a protreptic motivation. It uses authorities, ar-
ranges arguments, and chooses technical disputes with an eye
on persuasion towards the practice of complete Christian wis-
dom. There are, of course, many other texts and several other
levels at which the same reading could be applied. Indeed,
the extent of its application would be limited just by Thomas’s
success in ordering the composition around his highest purpose.

This accessus to the Contra Gentiles has argued that its
structure is protreptic. The work is concerned to persuade its
readers to the practice of the virtues of Christian wisdom, both
acquired and infused. Now persuasion to the practice of a
virtue will be sterile unless it can offer the opportunity for that
practice. It is a distinguishing principle in Aristotle that
virtues, including intellectual ones, are acquired by practice.
The best Aristotelian protreptic, then, would not only exhort
but engage; it would speak about the virtues to be acquired
even as it provided exemplary occasions on which to imitate
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those virtues. Here, too, Thomas succeeds in constructing the
Contra Gentiles. The work presents the virtues of Christian
wisdom above all by requiring that its readers practice them—
in following its structures, in learning its locutions, in discov-
ering the order of its arguments, in understanding its technical
digressions. Perhaps most helpfully, the Contra Gentiles ap-
plies in hundreds of particular arguments the intelligible prin-
cipia which are the seeds of speculative virtue. In this way, the
protreptic structure is not only an exordium to wisdom, but a
school for it.

Mark D. JorpAN

University of Notre Dame
Notre Dame, Indiana



THEISM: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL DEFENSE

(o )

T IS MY PURPOSE in this essay to articulate reasons
which seem to me capable of convincing anyone for whom
the question is an open one® that we are warranted in

holding that there is a God, i.e., a Being, at least legitimately
thought of as a person, who is the source of all being and value
and hence capable of resolving all our moral and epistemic
conflicts (which is not to say that he has in fact done so) .?
The strategy of this argument is to employ a version of the
moral argument as a springboard from which to develop an
analogous argument from the normative character of meta-
physical and epistemological principles.

I

I begin with a version of the moral argument for the exist-
ence of God. Ethics does not merely designate some states of
affairs as good or bad; it designates some actions as obligatory
or forbidden. To some forms of human activity, which other-
wise would be regarded only as less than ideal, it annexes what
Roger Casement called an ““ awful No.” The interpretation of
such imperatives is an important issue: religious believers tend
to interpret them as the commands of God, and this way of
interpreting them affects the way believers approach moral
issues.

I now argue that this interpretation of moral imperatives,
while not the only possible one (and in fact somewhat one-

1This restriction, of course, is more formidable than it appears.

2 This argument has ancestors at least as far back as Pascal. The present
formulation was suggested by Leszek Kolakowski, Religion (New York,
1982), esp. pp. 82-90, 188-197, where he discusses the maxim “If God does
not exist, then everything is permitted.” Kolakowski, however, reaches an
agnostic conclusion.
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sided) , is at least as attractive as any alternative. If God does
not exist,® some other interpretation of moral imperatives will
have to be found: most probably, this interpretation will vary
from context to context, and from moral requirement to moral
requirement.! But, if God does exist, it is plausible to interpret
moral requirements as divine in origin. And the plausibility
of a religious interpretation of moral imperatives gives us at
at least some reason for asserting that there is a God.

What is distinctive in religious ethics arises from the belief
that union or communion with God is the highest good for a
human being. Putting this claim at the center of the theistic
case has a number of implications. Friendships, loves, and
loyalties among human beings are at once sources of obliga-
tion, ways of coming to recognize obligations already present,
and motives for doing what is right. The same may be said of
a human being’s relationship to God.

The good of God’s friendship has a double aspect, as God is
believed to be both the source of our existence and our Su-
preme Good. On the one hand, to stand in a proper relation-
ship with God is to be at peace with oneself; one’s relation-
ship to God is in this respect paralle] to, though more pro-
found and intimate than, one’s relationship with one’s parents
or one’s country. On the other hand, union or communion with
God can stand as our highest end—not as our only end, but
as an end that, since it takes precedence over all other ends in
cases of conflict, can establish an order among goods that
would otherwise form a chaos of conflicting considerations.
And since God is not only the Supreme Good but also the
Creator of all lesser goods, the pursuit and enjoyment of such
goods within the limits established by God can be brought into
systematic harmony with the pursuit and enjoyment of a right
relationship with God.

8 If there is a God, the supposition of a world without him is an absurdity.
But we can still explore the implications of a possibly absurd hypothesis, as
is done in the construction of arguments by reductio ad absurdum. (I owe
this point to Robert M. Adams in conversation.)

¢ For discussion relevant to this possibility, see my essay “ Relativism.”
Monist, July, 1984.
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The most persistent objection to a theistic interpretation of
moral norms is that it represents a version of the doctrine that
might makes right: hence the notion that, for the theist, moral
norms are orders backed with the threat of Hell-fire. The only
possible answer is that power and goodness are not separable
in God as in human beings: in the words of Peter Geach, “ all
the divine attributes, if thought out, coincide; God’s power and
knowledge and will and truth are all one.”®

II.

Other interpretations of moral imperatives run into diffi-
culty. If moral requirements are self-imposed, it is hard to dis-
tinguish morality from inclination. Treating the demands of
morality as universal in scope does not help matters. If I dis-
like the custom of putting ice in beer, I can wish that no one
ever put ice in beer; the wish is both costless and pointless. To
link moral imperatives to matters of human importance is to
raise the issue, what makes a matter one of human import-
ance? Human beings disagree about how much importance
should be accorded human sexual behavior, for example. Those
who hold that to insist on bizarre (or simply non-utilitarian)
moral principles is to have failed to rise to the level of critical
thinking raise the issue: What makes critical thinking moral-
ly or otherwise imperative?® And any stronger interpretation
of morality as a set of universal imperatives, say one that re-
quires that one do something to secure the observance of one’s
imperatives, fails to cover all cases: for example, my belief that
Nero did wrong in having his mother killed.

Another interpretation of moral imperatives treats them as
stating the will of society, expressed through such institutions
as blame and punishment. We can formulate a conventionalist
theory of the right as follows: Actions are right or wrong as
the relevant community approves or condemns them, having
considered all appropriate facts and arguments. What counts

5 Providence and Bvil (Cambridge, Eng., 1977), p. 81.
6 This clause is directed at R. M, Hare, Moral Thinking (Oxford, 1981).
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as the relevant community, and what the ethics of collective
deliberation may be, are for the moment at least open ques-
tions.

But the social interpretation of moral imperatives neglects
the two points at which appeals to individual conscience be-
come inescapable: when the voice of society is divided, and
an individual must decide for himself what version of society’s
requirements to accept; and when an individual, as has hap-
pened with persons conventionally regarded as very admirable,
is moved to reject the dominant voice of society and insist in-
stead on moral standards of his own. (Admiration for Socrates
is conventional within our society.) In both these cases it is
possible to appeal to conventionally recognized principles in
support of one’s position, but such principles can also be used
to support positions one rejects. A changing society is there-
fore in constant risk of dividing into a multitude of subsocie-
ties and sub-sub-societies, even apart from the divisions al-
ready created by such facts as social class. Hence to regard
society as the author of morality is to risk a grim choice be-
tween immobilism and chaos.

Moral imperatives may also be thought of as immanent in
the facts themselves. Since I do not believe in a metaphysical
chasm between fact and value, I cannot exclude such a read-
ing of moral imperatives as impossible. But while facts im-
pose demands, these demands conflict, and the resolution of
such conflicts requires some principle not itself immanent in
those facts. Life is to be preserved and pain eased, but the
moral problem of euthanasia cannot be resolved without in-
voking some higher-order principle establishing a relationship
between these requirements.

Some find in history a pattern so clear and persuasive that
only one morality remains tenable when that pattern has been
seen. But anyone who retains the least moral sensitivity will
sometimes find it necessary to affirm evaluations neglected by
history, and there is no reason to believe that the moral stand-
ards of future society are necessarily to be preferred to those
of our own. Trotsky could consign defeated opponents to the
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trashcan of history, but when he himself was defeated and
killed, different images came to the fore. Trotsky’s widow said
of her dead husband: “The arms fell just as the arms in
Titian’s  Descent from the Cross.” ””

Another rival to theistic accounts of the nature of moral im-
peratives is the ideal observer theory: roughly the belief that
moral imperatives express what a perfect Being would approve
or condemn if such a Being existed. The question here is the
force of the counterfactual “ would.” It is hard to see how it
could be causal, and if it is logical the ideal observer theory
reduces to some version of the claim that moral imperatives
are immanent within the natural or social facts.

Kant provides the alternative to a theistic interpretation of
moral imperatives most popular among philosophers, but he
purchases ontological economy at the price of logical oddity.
His Categorical Imperative is imposed by the agent upon him-
self, but in such a way that the differences of temperament, in-
clination, and social afliliation among agents do not produce a
variety of codes. He views morality as a set of commands de-
tached from any authority, hanging, so to speak, in metaphysi-
cal midair. Insofar as he bases his ethics on some aspect of
human nature, such as autonomy or rationality, the problems
of the naturalistic tradition recur, even apart from the special
difficulties that arise from Kant’s placing the root of morality
in the noumenal realm.

I cannot claim to have exhausted all possible nontheistic ex-
planations for the binding force of moral imperatives. But I
have said enough to place the burden on the atheist either to
develop a plausible account of ethics without God or to argue
against the existence of God and then conclude that, since God
does not exist and not everything is permitted, some other in-
terpretation of moral imperatives is possible, even if a partic-
ular atheist is not able to provide it.

Thus theistic interpretation of ethical norms is the most

7 Natalya Sedova, Vie et Mort de Léon Trotsky. Quoted in Isaac Deutscher,
The Prophet Outcast (London, 1963), p. 508.
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plausible. But this conclusion supposes that there is a God,
and, more fundamentally, that the concept of God is coherent
and intelligible. Doubt on the latter score does not arise only
from application of external criteria, but also from within
theism itself. For the whole thrust of theistic argument is so
to stress the radical difference between God and other beings
as to raise the issue how such a Being, if He existed, could be
intelligibly talked about by human beings at all. If God exists,
the peculiar character of religious language arises from the pe-
culiar epistemic position of believers who must, in this life at
least, approach the object of their belief, as St. Paul puts it,
through “ a dim reflection in a mirror.”

III.

The crucial objection to the moral argument is that morality
must find its place in the world as it is, and that, apart from a
desire to make sense of morality, belief in God is irrational or
at best groundless. But, when one considers the normative
character of epistemic principles, including those which deter-
mine what utterances are held to be intelligible, the moral
argument for the existence of God can be generalized to evade
this problem. While norms governing our beliefs and claims to
know are strictly speaking moral norms only in special circum-
stances, such as when the interests of others are mmvolved, still
a quasi-moral condemnation of those who nurse irrational be-
liefs is implied in such expressions as “ superstitious” and
“flaky.”

An example of a rationality norm held by nearly everyone
is that the simplest hypothesis consistent with the data should
be accepted. But the interpretation and application of this
norm varies from person to person and from group to group:
an atheist will maintain that simplicity requires that the pos-
sibility of a causal agent outside the sequence of events gov-
erned by natural law be excluded, while an agnostic will simply
decline to assert the existence of such an agent and a theist
will maintain that simplicity either permits or requires the
assertion of God’s existence.
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Now consider a metaphysical and epistemological perspec-
tive that excludes the existence of God. Adherents of that per-
spective may regard it as the merest common sense, derivable
in unproblematic fashion from the natural sciences or from
everyday experience. But in fact there is no experience without
an a priori structure, and natural science and everyday experi-
ence exclude belief in God only when their a priori structures
are so construed as to exclude it. The question has an irre-
ducibly normative aspect: ought we so construe the norms of
rational belief as to exclude, permit, or require belief in a
Creator?

With the question of rationality cast in this normative mold,
we are entitled to ask, as we are with moral norms strictly
speaking, what is the source of requirements that, expressly or
by implication, condemn belief in God as irrational. To con-
demn this question as a pseudo-question is to invite the in-
quiry, by what authority a philosopher or group of philos-
ophers forbids a question that many human beings, not all of
them professional philosophers, have asked.

For those who do not believe in God, the most plausible an-
swer to such questions is that the norms of rational belief are
taught and upheld by some individual or group, such as the
scientific community, which has assumed that authority. This
answer corresponds to conventionalist understanding of ethical
imperatives, considered above. It follows that norms of ra-
tional belief serve only the members of the groups that uphold
them. Those who belong to an intellectual community that
affirms the existence of God, and who thus reject the legisla-
tion of the Vienna Circle or other such groups, can be stigma-
tized as deviants or condemned as rebels, but cannot be in any
useful sense be regarded as intellectually wrong. A common
rhetorical addition, that secularism is the wave of the future,
does not help the atheist’s case.

The strict atheistical position is not the conventionalist one
just considered, but affirms the universality of rationality
norms—grounded in human nature or hanging in metaphysical
midair—that exclude belief in God. (An example is the read-
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ing of the requirement of simplicity so as to exclude even the
possibility of a transcendent agent.) But the source of such
norms is as obscure as is God, and hence it is not plausible that
the existence of such norms could be regarded as an intelligible
possibility, and the existence of God not. Yet it i1s here that
the consistent atheist—including the variety of atheist for
whom “ God” is a word without sense—must rest his case:
that there are norms, whose source cannot be explored, that
expressly or by implication preclude belief in God.

Those who regard the norms of rationality as having pro-
bative force independent of any further authority can take
two different positions. Ome refers to the role of rationality
norms in conversation; sometimes at least appeal to them per-
suades. But one needs to distinguish persuasion by appeal to
the norms of rationality from other, often more effective, con-
versational tactics, such as scandal about opponents, implicit
blackmail, or the use of professional authority to intimidate.
Another claims that the norms of rationality carry their
normative power within themselves, and need no further sup-
port. This move is plausible only insofar as the norm in ques-
tion has not been seriously challenged, and particularly fails
to carry conviction when a norm is invoked to dislodge deeply
held beliefs such as the existence of God.

On the other side, believers appeal to an authority higher
than themselves, i.e., God, who will judge between them and
unbelievers. If they are right, they are right; if they are not
right, they are not wrong either, except on standards that turn
out to be as mysterious as their beliefs. Hence anyone for
whom belief in God is a real possibility has every reason to
believe in God.

IV,

The key issue, for any argument for the existence of God, is
what attributes the God has whose existence is said to be
established by it. Thus an advantage of St. Anselm’s “ onto-
logical ” argument is that there can be no serious doubt that,
if sound, it establishes the existence of God, as understood by
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Christian and other believers. (This is not to say that it pro-
vides an adequate basis for a Christian or other religious be-
lief, or even that St. Anselm is entitled to assert, on his prem-
ises, that the concept of God makes sense.) ®

The argument presented here implies the omnipotence and
omniscience of God. These amount to the same thing: that a
given proposition is true is equivalent to its being certified as
such by God, who is the ultimate Source of all Being and the
Judge of all disputed questions. Likewise, God is omnipotent
and omniscient with respect to questions of value. That a
given state of affairs is good, or a given action is right, and
that it is commended by God, are equivalent propositions.
God’s perfect goodness follows from these premises, unless one
can give an intelligible account of moral weakness in the ab-
sence of temptation, or of motiveless moral perversity.

A range of complex issues concerns the relationship between
a proposition, p, and the (equivalent) position that God
chooses or believes that p. One is the question of human free
choice: are there states of affairs, such as these involving
decisions, which, though infallibly known, are not decreed by
God? Another concerns the relationship between the proposi-
tion that a given action is right, or a given state of affairs
good, and the (equivalent) proposition that God commends
that action or state of affairs.

Attention needs to be given to the nature of the claim that,
of two logically equivalent propositions, one is nonetheless
prior, in a sense other than that human beings reason from one
to the other. Thus theists will reason from the taking place of
an event, even one involving sin, to the conclusion that it was,
in some sense, God’s will that it should occur, while the doc-
trine that our sins are foreordained by God has been a source
of much scandal. I am inclined to query the quasi-temporal
relations suggested by priority claims and to assert that the
truth of p, and God’s certification of that truth, are not only
logically equivalent but logically simultaneous. (This conclu-

81 discuss these issues in my essay, “The Religious Significance of the
Ontological Argument,” Religious Studies, 11 (1975), 97-116.



THEISM: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL DEFENSE 219

sion may require qualification for free agency, but I cannot
explore this possibility here.)

In dealing with the issue of logical priority and logical
simultaneity, we must be careful to distinguish it from the
order in which a particular (or even a typical) reasoner will
reach a given pair of conclusions: this order will vary with the
circumstances of the person reasoning. And in dealing with
a pair of logically equivalent propositions, there is no point in
asking the truth of which is a condition of the possibility of
the other: the relationship is mutual. Accordingly, the nature
of the relationship of logical priority or simultaneity that may
be held to exist between the propositions that p is true, and
that God chooses or believes that p; and the propositions that
p is obligatory, and that God commands that p, is a question
for further reflection.

Another way of making clear what is meant by logical pri-
ority is in terms of concepts rather than of propositions. If
the natural numbers are defined by repeated applications of
the successor relation, then it is plausible that zero should be
logically prior to one, one to two, and so forth. If God is de-
fined as, among other things, a morally perfect being, then the
concept of moral perfection (and thus also of moral goodness)
is logically prior to that of God. But there is no reason to sup-
pose that concepts need be defined in any particular order, nor
that the most convenient order is necessarily the most intui-
tive. All truth-functional connectives can be defined in terms
of not-both or neither-nor, but it is not intuitively plausible
that these concepts are logically prior to negation or implica-
tion.

Thus, the label that some may attach to my account—*a
divine command theory of ethics and epistemology "—fails
to fit well. While moral and epistemic norms get their
warrant from God, it does not follow that it is possible that,
should God so decree, it would be right to torture babies, or
that, should God so decree, self-contradictory propositions
would be true. Still, the principles that exclude such putative
possibilities get their warrant from God.
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The warrant from God that attaches to moral and epistemic
principles can be considered from two points of view. From
our point of view adherence to such norms is an aspect of
friendship with God. The pursuit of truth is thus a religious
exercise even when the subject matter of such truth is in no
way specifically theological. From God’s point of view, it is an
aspect of His creation of the universe. And God, in creating
the universe, determines also what nonactual possibilities there
are. As St. Thomas Aquinas puts it, Divine Providence ar-
ranges that what will come about necessarily will come about
necessarily, and that what will come about contingently will
come about contingently as well.?

Moral and epistemic norms may have the appearance of
commands insofar as they address human beings who would
prefer not to observe them. But if we consider them from
God’s standpoint they are neither independent of Him nor sub-
ject to His arbitrary will. What C. S. Lewis says of moral
norms is true of epistemic and metaphysical standards as well:
“ God neither obeys nor creates the moral law.” ** The central
feature of this conclusion is that there is in God no priority
among wisdom, goodness, and power: God’s perfection in-
cludes all of these without differentiation, though human be-
ings may for their purposes emphasize one rather than another
of them. Likewise God is the Creator both of the structural
features of our world and of the particular things within it,
although in a somewhat different mode.

Another way of formulating this conclusion is as an answer
to Lewis Carroll’s question in “What the Tortoise Said to
Achilles.” What requires us to move from p and if p, then q
to g—what is sometimes called ““the hardness of the logical
must *—arises from God. Or more precisely it is God who sup-
plies the imperative quality of logical and epistemological im-
peratives, and in so doing makes possible the distinction be-
tween truth and error.™*

9 Summa Theologiae, 1a, Q. 22, a. 4.
10 Christian Reflections: Walter Hooper, ed. (Grand Rapids, 1967), p. 80.
11 T am here indebted to Gary Gutting.



THEISM: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL DEFENSE 221

A further issue is whether my argument in fact establishes
the existence of a personal God at all, or rather only of a
Truth, both moral and metaphysical, transcending human pur-
poses and conventions, which those philosophers broadly called
“Platonists ” have been concerned to affirm, and these called
“ pragmatists ” to attack.’” Friendship with God could be in-
terpreted as knowledge of such Truth, and life in accordance
with its requirements. The existence of such a Truth is an im-
plication of my argument: God’s version of the true and the
good is normative for human beings, and can claim to provide
an objective and universally binding resolution of all moral,
metaphysical, and epistemological disputes. The issue is what
further content the concept of God, as it issues from my argu-
ment, has beyond this.

A partial answer is that the existence of a Truth transcend-
ing human purposes and conventions has more than merely
intellectual importance, at least for philosophers. To be a
philosopher rather than a lawyer is to be concerned, not only
with persuading others or even oneself, but with reaching a
Truth that, in principle at least, is independent of what any
human being believes. At least as a regulative ideal, belief in
such a Truth is essential to the activity of attempting to dis-
cover arguments and doctrines that will command the assent
of rational people generally, as distinct from persuading par-
ticular audiences at particular times and places. And some-
thing more than a regulative ideal may be necessary if a
philosopher is to persevere in his efforts despite the formidable
obstacles, both intellectual and material, to his efforts.

Beyond this the issue is in part one of picture preference.
I find the picture of a Person whose determinations resolve
questions of being and value more satisfactory than that of a
Truth hanging in metaphysical midair; others no doubt will

12 See Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton,
1980) and Consequences of Pragmatism {Minneapolis, 1982). For a pointed
popular formulation, see his “The Fate of Philosophy,” New Republic, Oct.
18, 1982, pp. 28-34. Rorty takes it for granted that religious belief is not
an open possibility.
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disagree. One consideration lies in my disbelief in a meta-
physical chasm between fact and value. If one believes in
truth as physical fact, on to which values must somehow be
projected, it is easier to believe in truth independent of any
mind (not only of any finite mind) than if one regards cogni-
tion in its every aspect as evaluative. The argument offered
here can be briefly characterized as one from the normative
character of rationality: because standards of truth and knowl-
edge call upon us to hold beliefs we may prefer to reject, and
to reject beliefs we may prefer to retain, it always makes sense
to ask what stands behind such norms, besides the desires and
attitudes of their adherents.

The most fundamental question is whether God will uphold
or reject our purposes, hopes, and convictions, including the
persons in whom these purposes, hopes, and convictions re-
side. Very little follows from my argument on this point. It
is self-defeating to believe in total depravity, i.e., that every
human thought, including this one, is hopelessly removed from
truth. And it is within God’s power to transform radically the
conditions of existence, so that the life of human beings will
greatly improve, and the truth only dimly glimpsed by us now
can be more clearly known. But the question of the extent to
which God will favor us is a matter outside the domain of
philosophy, and within that of religion.

Paiuip E. DevINE
St. Cloud State University
St. Cloud, Minnesota

* Earlier versions of this paper were read at a colloquium at Loyola Mary-
mount University in July, 1983, and to two meetings of the Society of Chris-
tian Philosophers in March 1984. I am indebted to the participants in these
meetings, and especially to James Hanink and Linda Zagzebski, for their
comments.
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(3 U4

WO SALIENT FEATURES of Sellars’s philosophy are
his conviction that, as he puts it, ‘ Science is the meas-
ure of all things, of what is that it is, and of what is not

that it is not’;* and his opposition to what he calls ‘ the myth
of the given’? I shall argue that these features are in funda-
mental conflict with one another, and, further, that the philo-
sophy of Aquinas provides resources for a resolution of the
problems which give rise to the conflict. Sellars has himself
given an estimate of Thomism, which he treats with some re-
spect, as making common cause with him in its repudiation of
‘idealism’, but which he ultimately finds wanting.® A treat-
ment of Sellars from the Thomist point of view may thus be
not without interest. Sellars by no means capitulates to mod-
ern anti-metaphysical fashions; in fact his view of the role of
philosophy has a refreshingly old-fashioned ring about it.
‘The aim of philosophy, abstractly formulated’, he says, ‘is
to understand how things in the broadest sense of the term
hang together in the broadest sense of the term.”* This could
of course be heartily endorsed by any recalcitrant metaphysi-
cian, including the Thomist.

What case is there for saying that a high veneration of sci-
ence, as liable to tell us the truth about things, is in basic
conflict with the view that  the given’ is a myth? That there
is some prima facie case is clear enough, when one considers
the reasons for supposing that science is apt to tell us the
truth about the matters with which it deals. Scientific method

1'W. C. Sellars, Science, Perception and Reality (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1963), 173. All references not otherwise assigned will be to
that work.

2140, 161, ete.

341ff.
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is a matter of propounding and testing hypotheses; and to test
a hypothesis is to appeal to facts or to phenomena which are
as they are whether one maintains the hypothesis or not. That
is to say, they are in some sense ‘given’, in that it is not up
to the investigator whether they are so or not; he has to look
and see whether they are so. Why do the oxygen theory of
combustion, and Rutherford’s theory of the atom, form a part
of science, in a way that the phlogiston theory of combustion
and Thomson’s theory of the atom do not? The obvious an-
swer is, that there is a substantial range of data or (merely to
replace Latin with English) °givens’ which go to confirm the
former pair of theories as likely to be true, the latter pair as
likely to be false. It is not unfashionable at present to regard
‘science * as merely a conglomerate of propositions stated as
true by those prestigious persons called °scientists’ in their
professional capacity. If this is so, it appears arbitrary to
maintain that these propositions are liable to be true, let alone
that ‘ science is the measure of all things’. One may, however,
regard the propositions constitutive of science as essentially
the result of the application of a method, and liable to be true
of the matters with which it deals because and insofar as the
method has been followed. But it seems impossible to char-
acterize the method without reference to what is in some sense
given. The investigator, insofar as he is scientific, cannot mere-
ly invent pointer-readings, or say that the marks left by re-
cording-pencils are just what he would choose; he has to take
such things as they are ‘ given’.

The considerations which I have just advanced suggest that
this topic is of some importance—a point which seems worth
making, since the topic of ‘ the given’, and of the ‘ sense-data’
in which it is often supposed to consist, has a very musty air
about it, having been so much frequented by philosophers of
a couple of generations ago. But short of some ° given’, what-
ever it is held to consist in, in relation to which knowledge
claims in science and elsewhere may be tested, I do not see
how one is non-arbitrarily to adjudicate between real knowl-
edge and knowledge falsely so called, or between science and
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pseudo-science. ‘ Pragmatism > does not really provide a viable
alternative here; that action a has result b, successful or other-
wise, in circumstances c, is just one kind of ‘ given’ of which
those seeking knowledge have to take account.

Why then does Sellars object to ‘ the given’, and how does
he propose to dispense with it? As to the former point, there
seems to be no valid strictly logical process, as any number of
recent philosophers have pointed out, by which one can infer
from the occurrence of any aggregate of private data to the
existence of any real object in the public world. Consequently,
it is argued, knowledge of such data cannot be the basis for
knowledge of that world;® and one cannot ‘ analyze’ any state-
ment about the public world in terms of statements about such
data. ‘It just won’t do to say that z is red is analyzable in
terms of x looks red to y.” ¢ Also, if such irreducibly private ex-
periences existed, it is impossible to see how we could use our
essentially public language to refer to them. How could any-
thing look red unless in the first place something really was
red, to supply some basis for the implicit comparison? Also,
there is something offensive to the rational and scientific mind
about the notion that certain statements, to the effect that one
is enjoying particular sense-experiences, are indisputable and
self-validating;” such claims are much too redolent of mysti-
cism.

But Sellars’s attention is mainly devoted to the latter ques-
tion, of how we can dispense with such data in accounting for
knowledge and for science, as I have already briefly argued
that we cannot. His suggestion amounts to the following: (i)
There is a hidden propositional claim involved in every report
about sensation; (ii) This propositional claim is about the
public world; (iii) Such a propositional claim never merely
asserts the occurrence of a ‘ given’ or datum; it is thus sub-
ject to public dispute like other propositional claims. One is
inclined to say, Sellars concedes, that a remark like ‘It looks

5 Cf. 14.
6142,
7 Cf.
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green ’ reports ‘a minimal fact, on which it is safer to report
because one might be mistaken’ than if one roundly asserts
that it is green; for example, ‘the fact that the necktie looks
green to John on a particular occasion’. But he rejects this
account, as committing him to a ‘ given’ in the form of sense-
data. The heart of the matter, says Sellars, is that experiences
always contain propositional claims, which one may or may
not endorse.® ‘“ X looks green to Jones’ differs from “ Jones
sees that x is green” in that whereas the latter both ascribes
a propositional claim to Jones and endorses it, the former
ascribes the claim but does not endorse it . . . To say that “x
looks green to S at t” is, in effect, to say that S has that kind
of experience which, if one were prepared to endorse the propo-
sition it involves, one would characterize as seeing x to be
green at t.”®

What is envisaged here is Jones having an experience and
making a judgment about the world in accordance with it, and
someone else, say Smith, endorsing that judgment or not en-
dorsing it. Jones, let us say, sees the necktie for the first time
in a poor light, and says it 1s green, whereas Smith, who has
seen it in a good light, and knows it to be blue, does not en-
dorse his statement. However, there is a crucial possibility
which Sellars neglects: that Jones himself may fail to endorse
his experience, in the sense of committing himself on the basis
of it to the statement about the public world which it would
normally license. Suppose Jones has himself previously seen
the tie in more favorable circumstances. He may then very
well say something like, ‘ This tie looks green to me, though I
know very well that it is blue>. What I believe has contributed
to Sellars’s misapprehension of the matter is that ‘ This tie
looks green to me’ very often implies, if only tentatively, that
the thing concerned really is green, and so would look green
in more favourable circumstances. But he neglects the other
possible meaning of the sentence, where there is a mere report

8 144.
9 145-6.
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of sensation, and no such implication about the public world,
where, for example, the sufferer from jaundice complains,
‘That chest of drawers looks yellow to me, though I know per-
fectly well that it is white ’.

Sellars does imagine someone in the sort of situation which
I have described, saying—‘I don’t know what to say. If 1
didn’t know that the tie is blue . . . I would swear that I was
seeing a green tie and seeing that it is green’*® If the subject
of this example doesn’t know what to say, then he ought to
know; Sellars has an interest in his not knowing what to say,
since admission that there could be a mere report of sensation
which did not somehow include, even if tentatively, a claim
about the public world, would involve him in acknowledge-
ment of some kind of a ‘ given’. The conventions of language
in fact provide the subject with several ways of expressing
himself—° It looks green to me at the moment, though I know
perfectly well that it’s really blue’; or ‘T have an experience
as though of a green tie, though I have overwhelming reasons
for thinking that the experience is deceptive’; and so on. In
an extreme case, for example, when Jones’s brain is being
stimulated in the relevant areas by means of electrodes, and he
knows this, he might say, ‘ I have a visual impression as though
of a green necktie two feet before my eyes, though I know very
well there is nothing really there but empty space ’.**

Those who believe that experiences, or sense-data, provide
foundations for knowledge, have to face the objection that
(for example) if there were not green things, we would not be
able to talk at all of-—the expression is a somewhat bizarre
one, for all its currency in philosophy a few decades ago—
green sense-data. But granted that we can talk of real green
objects in the public world, we can also, by more or less ad hoc
modifications of the language which we employ for this, talk
of experience as of green objects, of experience such as would

10 143,

11 For ingenious discussion of examples of this kind, and convincing argu-
ment for the claim that there are sense-data, see J. R. Smythies, The Anal-
ysis of Perception (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1956), 70ff.
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normally license talk of green objects but does not in this case
owing to special circumstances, and so on. It is liable to be
objected that, if talk about sense-data depends on talk about
physical objects in the manner which I have just sketched,
sense-data could not in any useful sense be the foundations of
knowledge. But this, I think, would be a mistake. The fact
is, I believe, that language about physical objects which one
observes is foundational in one sense and that sense-data are
foundational in another. We could not speak truly and with
good reason about real physical objects, in other words gain
knowledge of them, unless we enjoyed experience as though
of physical objects. Such experience in general licences talk
about real physical objects, enables us to make justified true
judgments about them; but in special circumstances, as we
discover, it does not. When asked to say what I see in an
ordinary room which I have just entered, I may confidently
state that I see a table; but having just the same experience
in a psychology laboratory, I may warily declare that I enjoy
visual experiences as of a table, suspecting that later experi-
ence may confirm the possibility that, this place having the
reputation that it does, there will turn out to be no table there.

As Sellars says, ‘if there is a logical dimension in which other
empirical propositions rest on observational reports, there is
another logical dimension in which the latter rest upon the
former ’.** So far as the metaphor of ‘ foundations’ leads us to
overlook this, it is certainly misleading. However, altogether
to reject it seems to have the far more dangerous and para-
doxical result which I mentioned at the beginning of this paper,
that there remains no sufficient criterion for distinguishing be-
tween science and pseudo-science, or between legitimate claim-
ants and mere pretenders to the title of knowledge.

It is a misleading way of expressing the manner in which
sense-data may reasonably be said to be the foundations of
knowledge, to say that knowledge that there are observable
physical objects in one’s immediate environment is founded on

12 170.
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knowledge that one is undergoing certain sense-experiences. If
knowledge is a matter of justified or grounded true judgment,
that we are undergoing this or that experience seldom rises to
the level of knowledge. Having the relevant set of experiences,
we usually make a spontaneous judgment that the public state
of affairs which we are apparently so justified in asserting is
the case. The judgment merely that we are having certain ex-
periences, and so knowledge of the matter on the definition just
given, is a comparatively sophisticated achievement, which we
learn as a result of reflection on the phenomena of error and
illusion, or through a certain kind of philosophical training.*®
It may be asked how sense-data could be in any sense the
foundation of empirical knowledge, if there is no strictly logical
route from any set of statements about sense-data to any set
of statements about physical objects, or vice versa. The an-
swer is, I believe, that statements about physical objects and
events can be related to sense-experiences as their ultimate
grounds, without the connection being in any strict sense logi-
cal. This is most obvious in the case of historical events, where
it seems quite evident that it is one thing (say) to claim that
George Washington was the first President of the United
States, another thing to set out the grounds available in ex-
perience to persons in the twentieth century for this claim.
Thomists and idealists have always emphasised the active role
of the human intellect is coming to know the real world; this
has tended to lead idealists, though not Thomists, to be doubt-
ful or at least equivocal about the reality of that world prior
to or independently of human thought about it. Thomists, in
common with empiricists, emphasize that knowledge starts
with experience; but they also maintain that, due to the func-
tioning of what Aquinas called the intellectus agens (which
amounts to the questioning and hypothesizing aspect of the
mind), we can get to know of, or make justified true judg-
ments about, states of affairs (like the existence of electrons,

18 Cf. Hugo Meynell, ‘Scepticism Revisited’ (Philosophy, October 1984,
435-6), for a discussion of this point.
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Julius Caesar and God) which cannot, at least now in the case
of the second, be direct objects of experience.**

Bernard Lonergan has pointed out °the isomorphism of
Thomist and scientific thought ’*® with the scientist’s observa-
tions related to his hypotheses as the ‘ matter’ of the Thomist
to his ‘ form ’ and the hypotheses of the scientist related to his
verifications as the Thomist’s essence’ to his existence ’*
There is furthermore an intentional ’ relation for the Thomist
between the contents of the mind and the real world which
the mind comes to know; in other words, the world is just what
the mind aims at knowing so far as it strenuously applies it-
self to questioning the phenomena of experience.’” A Thomist
might thus well agree, on his own terms, with Sellars’s dictum
that ‘ science is the measure of all things’, on the ground that
when the presuppositions of science are clarified and general-
ised, they will be found to issue in a Thomist metaphysics or
overall account of reality. Just as the ‘ intellectus agens’ ¢ ab-
stracts ’ the © quiddities ’ or ‘ essences ’ of things from the world
of common experience, so the scientist gets at the real nature
of things, or at least moves towards doing so, by the active
propounding and testing of hypotheses. Though logic in a
strict sense is an important aspect of this process, the process,
as Hume, Popper and others have conclusively shown, cannot
possibly be reduced to it. But once the nature of this process
is clarified, it may easily be seen how our knowledge of the
world might in an important sense be  grounded ’ in the sense-
data constitutive of experience, without being truth-condition-
ally related to statements regarding such experience. (The
murder of Edward II of England in the fourteenth century

14 See Aquinas, Disputationes, X de Veritate, 6: Summa Theologine I, Ixxix,
4; 1xxxvii, 1. Thomas Gilby, St. Thomas Aquinas. Philosophical Texts
(London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1951), 627, 645, 662.

15 See B. Lonergan, Collection (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1967),
142,

18 Ibid., 143-6.

17 See Anthony Kenny, Aquinas (Oxford and Toronto: Oxford University
Press, 1980), 79-81.
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could not conceivably be a matter of any experience which
might be enjoyed by a historian in the twentieth century; but
for all that, such experience may well be relevant to establish-
ing that this event occurred, and of what nature it was.)

Sellars will have it that it is a false dilemma, that knowledge
must either have ‘ foundations > which themselves need no sup-
port, or that it is just a set of mutually-reinforcing proposi-
tions. ‘ Empirical knowledge, like its sophisticated extension,
science, 1s rational, not because it has a foundation but because
it is a self-correcting enterprise which can put any claim in
jeopardy, though not all at once.”*®* However, it is hard to see
what the view that knowledge is self-correcting, or indeed that
it 1s empirical, amounts to, unless a particular kind of  given’
is assumed in deference to which the corrections are made.
Moreover, unless some restrictions are put on the criteria ac-
cording to which science is to be ° self-correcting ’, the possibil-
ity is left open that the opinions of scientists will be just as
scientific if they are  corrected’ due to bribery or career pros-
pects. That no individual observation-claim ought to be sacro-
sanct must indeed be acknowledged; observations should not
be taken seriously unless repeatable. But to acknowledge that
individual fragments of ‘ the given’ have very little weight in
themselves by no means implies that appeal to ‘the given’
has no place in science or epistemology. To take a parallel
case, that it may be rational to suspect the report of any one
witness, in deference to a consensus of other witnesses, by no
means entails that all appeal to witnesses is mistaken or a
sham. In the long run, I believe, the dilemma which Sellars
tries to stigmatize as false is a true one; short of a ‘given’ of
some kind, no adequate justification of most knowledge-claims
is possible.

It is a main task of philosophy, according to Sellars, to fuse
the common-sense and the scientific conceptions of the world
and humankind within it into a single coherent view.'* The

18170,
19 4.5,
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Thomist is perfectly capable of doing this; reality or being’
consists of existing essences, to be grasped as to how they are
and that they are by the € agent intellect’ acting upon appear-
ances. If ‘essence’ is the aspect of reality to be grasped by
hypotheses, and ‘ existence ’ is that which corresponds to their
verification, and  potency ’ that which is equivalent to the ex-
perience which both suggests each hypothesis and provides the
means of testing it, then Thomist metaphysics is at once pre-
supposed and vindicated by a scientific method whose essence
is progressively to discover reality by the werification® of
hypotheses in experience.

How far do Sellars’s own philosophical principles enable him
to fulfill the task which he sets for philosophy? He finds the
Thomist tradition wanting, notably in its view that the intel-
lect, in order to reflect reality, must be immaterial.> He re-
marks on the temptation to maintain that speech reflects the
world because the thought which it expresses does so; he will
bhave it that the opposite is the case.”® This leaves him with
the problem of how speech might be explained as reflecting the
world, without any appeal being made to thought. Let us sup-
pose, he says, that a robot emits radiation which is reflected
back from its environment in such a way as to correspond to
the structure of that environment; and that it moves about
‘ recording its ““ observations ”, enriching its tape with deduc-
tive and inductive “ inferences ” from its “ observations” and
guiding its “ conduct ”” accordingly. We might then allow our-
selves to talk about the robot in human terms as finding out
more and more about the world.?® What would be the analogue
of our knowledge of, say, lightning, on the tape inside the
robot? It would be ‘the correspondence of the “ place” of a
certain pattern on the tape in the system of patterns on the

20 Karl Popper would not like this way of talking; but I believe the dis-
agreement between this position and his would be merely verbal. Instead of
¢ verification ’, he would speak of ‘corroboration ’.

2141,

22 31; cf. 199-200.

23 53.
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tape to the “ place ” of the flash of lightning in the robot’s
spatio-temporal environment’. At that rate there is no need
to postulate ‘the absolute nature lightning existing immate-
rially in the robot’s electronic system’, in the manner of
Thomism.** Only material entities are in question here; the
relevant pattern on the tape means the same as our word
‘lightning’ due to its similarity of role in the robot’s behaviour
to that of the word ‘ lightning’ in ours.*

Sellars draws from this what he regards as an important
moral for our conception of the nature of our own inner states,
and in particular of our thoughts. Descartes, among many
others, considered that we had non-inferential knowledge of
these inner states of ours, including our thoughts and sensa-
tions. But the upshot of these reflections is that to know our
inner states as thoughts and sensations of things in the world
is to know them in a role, rather than in themselves. This
leaves open the possibility, which is the only one really com-
patible with science but that the Cartesian conception would
exclude, that in themselves they are states of the human or-
ganism as investigated by neurology. As to the intellect itself,
‘T submit that as belonging to the real order it is the central
nervous system . . . There is no absurdity in the idea that what
we know directly as thoughts in terms of analogical concepts
may in propria persona be neurological states’.*®

I believe this conception of human knowledge and its rela-
tion to the world, ingenious as it is, to be subject to the dis-
advantages of all consistently materialist accounts of knowl-
edge. There is a conceptual crevasse, which Sellars has by no
means managed to bridge, between an entity’s reaction to its
environment at a particular place and time, and its knowledge
of a world vastly extended in space and time beyond that en-
vironment, and which exists and is as it is largely prior to and
independently of the entity and its reactions. Admittedly, we
are stimulated to get to know the world by the need to react

2¢ 54,
25 57.
26 58-59.
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adequately to our environment if we are to survive and
prosper; but this does not imply that the knowledge is ulti-
mately reducible to the reaction. Consequently, Sellars’s in-
genious and complex account of the building up of a pattern
of reactions does not begin to explain that acquisition of
knowledge which he set out to explain. Furthermore, Sellars
will have it that the analogues in the robot’s tape, brought
about by interaction with its environment, to elements in that
environment, may fairly be compared to a picture of it. But,
it may fairly be asked, in virtue of what is a picture of some-
thing a picture of it? It seems to me, only by virtue of a sub-
ject’s intended use of it as such. The simple fact is, I believe,
that material object or complex a means material object or
complex b only by virtue of being or having been intended to
do so by some person or persons. Certainly, one can imagine
limiting cases where one such object or complex can mean an-
other, when not specifically made or formed to do so. Thus a
chimpanzee might scrawl random pencil-marks on a sheet of
paper, which turned out to be usable as a map of Medicine
Hat, Alberta. But it would not be in any sense a map of that
town, nor would its lines represent its streets or its blobs its
buildings, until someone had hit on the idea of using them as
such. (One way out of the difficulty might be to say that pat-
terns in our brains and elements of our speech pictured the
real world, when properly used by us, due to our being pro-
grammed for this purpose by our Creator; but I doubt whether
Sellars himself would be much pleased by such a solution to
his problem.) When one attends to these facts, Sellars’s
learned talk of ‘ projection’ and ‘isomorphism’, and allusions
to recent developments in the science of cybernetics,” are like
so much whistling in the dark. The sequence of marks ‘ $713°,
appearing directly after you have pressed a series of buttons
outside your bank, means that you have a balance of $713, by
virtue of the fact that someone has programmed a computer in
such a way that it should mean this. In fine, meaning presup-

27 52, 57, 59.



WILFRED SELLARS: A THOMIST ESTIMATE 235

poses persons, and cannot be explained exhaustively in terms
of structural analogies between sets of physical objects and
events,

If the mental cannot be explained in terms of what is mate-
rial, is it possible to explain the material in terms of what is
mental, or do we simply have to put up with dualism? In the
relevant sense, I believe that the material can be explained in
terms of the mental; and that Thomism, at least when ex-
panded to take into account the transcendental considerations
which have tended to preoccupy philosophers since Kant, is
able thus to explain it. As I have already said, reality, for the
Thomist, consists of potency, form and act; which are the
analogues in reality of the experience, the envisagement of
possibilities, and the verification of some of these possibilities
as so, by which the human mind comes to know reality. We
spontaneously believe, and tend to confirm by rational inves-
tigation, that there are two overall types of being, that which
is thus to be known as not itself knowing, and that which is to
be known as itself knowing; these constitute the material and
spiritual aspects of the world. Thus, briefly, matter and the
material can be accounted for as an aspect of that which is to
be known by mind or the spiritual, whereas mind cannot be
accounted for as exhaustively constituted by matter, for all
the ingenuity of Sellers and others who have tried to show that
it can.

Sellars clearly thinks his own account of the manner in
which thought and speech reflect the world to be commended
as a means of laying the ghost of idealism.?® This raises the
questions, for what reason, and in what sense of the term, does
Sellars object to idealism; and in what sense he is right in ob-
jecting to it. The reasons for which he is right to object to
idealism, T believe, regard precisely those aspects of it in which
it is opposed to Thomism. However, I think it can also be
shown that his own account of knowledge and reality is de-
fective so far as it fails to bring out the way in which the mind

28 Cf. 42,
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as it were constructs the reality which it comes to know, as
emphasized in their different ways by both Thomists and
idealists, who are at one in stressing the active role of the in-
tellect in coming to know. In what sense, if at all, is Thomism
as I have described it an ‘idealist’ doctrine? It is so, in the
sense that it gives an account of what is real, including that
which is material, as what is to be known by the human mind.
But it is not so, in that it by no means denies, or implies the
denial, that what is thus to be known exists largely prior to
and independently of the human mind which thus comes to
know it. Indeed, we have excellent reasons, as the result of
the operations of our minds, to suppose that a world of things
existed millions of years prior to the existence of human minds
which could gain knowledge of it. Sellars is quite correct to
object to any form of idealism which implies denial of this
fact. However, it remains a question whether and how far
such a world, which can be adequately characterized in gen-
eral terms only as what a mind might discover, could exist
prior to and independently of mind as such.*® And, of course,
it has been characteristic of Thomists to assert that at least
one spiritual being exists prior to the material world, account-
ing for its existence and its overall nature and structure.® Let
us distinguish between idealism (a) and idealism (b), the view
that the material universe has no existence apart from the
human mind, and the view that the universe has no existence
apart from mind as such. Sellars would repudiate both
idealism (a) and idealism (b), and is quite correct in seeing
Thomists as united with himself in opposing idealism (a). But
his own repudiation of idealism (b), which would be main-
tained by Thomists, seems to depend on an account of how
mind might be exhaustively explicable in terms of matter in a
certain state of complexity, which I have already argued to be
inadequate.

29 For an account of idealism which makes these distinctions with ad-
mirable clarity, see H. B. Acton, ‘Idealism’ (Encyclopaedia of Philosophy
[New York: The Free Press, 19671, Vol. IV), 110f.

30 Cf, Summa Theologiae, 1, ii, 3.
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That the Thomist account of knowledge is  oversimplified ’
may well be true, insofar as it was originally formulated by
a thinker innocent of our modern information on the actual
complexities of the process of acquiring knowledge. But the
important question is whether it is correct, and an improve-
ment on rival theories, so far as it goes; no Thomist worth
his salt would deny that it is subject to supplementation in
the light of investigations which have occurred since the
thirteenth century. The facts seem to be these: (1) By means
of scientific investigation we come to know of an intelligible
world, existing prior to and independently of ourselves, which
explains what we observe in the ‘world’ of common experi-
ence; (2) The former seems to be the ‘ world’ which is ulti-
mately real; (3) This ‘world’ is to be known by active in-
quiry into the data of experience, in which inquiry grasps
¢ quiddities * or ‘essences’ (examples would be ‘ phlogiston’,
‘oxygen’, ‘aether’, and ‘ electron’) , some of which tend to be
verified in experience as ‘existent ’; (4) This process through
which by means of the ‘ active intellect’ we come to grasp the
real ‘essences’ of things is progressive and cumulative, and is
not to be achieved all at once. (1) and (2) are propositions in
support of which Thomism, Sellars and the scientific world-
view all concur, though, as I argued earlier, Sellars’s aspersions
on ‘the given’ make it impossible to show why these proposi-
tions are true. The cumulative and progressive character of
science, alluded to in (4), was certainly not fully grasped by
Aquinas or by classical Thomism; in this sense and to this de-
gree, Sellars is quite right in calling the Thomist theory of
knowledge oversimplified. But this is by no means to impugn
the central and essential Thomist insight expressed by (38),
especially when the failure of Sellars and others to set out an
adequate alternative is taken into account.

Huco MEYNELL
University of Calgary
Alberta, Canade



MEISTER ECKHART AND THE “ETERNAL BIRTH”:
THE HEART OF THE PREACHER

[ ]

HEN ONE HEARS the name of Meister Johann

Eckhart, one thinks immediately of the mystic. But

Eckhart was more than that. The Rhine mystic

was also a German Scholastic, Dominican priest and prior,

teacher and preacher. If one imagines Eckhart only rapt in

mystical trance and lost to the world, then one perhaps under-

estimates his involvement with the people who constituted his

parish and who gathered together each week to hear his
homilies.

Of the hundreds that Eckhart doubtless delivered in his life-
time, only a few of these sermons survive to our day.* At the
heart of the sermons that we do have, however, there emerges
a singular theme which utterly absorbs this mystical
preacher—what he calls the “ Eternal Birth.” It is clearly the
focus for his own experience with God, and it serves as well as
the focal point for much of his homiletical work,

The “ Eternal Birth ” is an exciting and profound concept
for virtually any modern reader, made more difficult perhaps
due to the absence in Eckhart’s sermons of any systematic or
comprehensive statement about it. If one is to gain some in-
sight into this mystical thesis, then, one must immerse one-
self in the extant homiletical material, lifting out relevant
references to the Eternal Birth as they occur, bringing to-
gether these related statements into a meaningful and organ-
ized whole. This is the starting challenge behind the written

10nly 28 of Eckhart’s sermons are included in Raymond Blakney’s classi-
cal translation of Eckhart’s work (Meister Hokhart. New York: Harper and
Row, 1941), which serves as the principal source for this article. All refer-
ences that follow cite the number of the sermon per Blakney’s arrangement,
followed by the page number in the book.
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work here, the result of which will hopefully be a clearer and
more complete view of what Eckhart understood by this great,
interior possibility.

ECKHART’S STARTING POINT—TWO *“ GIVENS”

Two fundamental facts, in Eckhart’s view, constitute the
background for understanding the occurrence of the Eternal
Birth. The first has to do with the virtually insatiable hunger
that human beings experience for God. Humans unavoidably,
universally, find themselves in a lifelong search for the only
food that will ultimately satisfy them, and that food is God.
The second has to do with God’s irresistible tendency, in turn,
to give Himself freely and fully to His creatures. They that
hunger for God will inevitably be fulfilled. And Eckhart is as
certain of that as he is of the reality of his own firsthand ex-
perience of God. God gives Himself to human beings in a per-
fectly intimate manner. In the Eternal Birth, He bursts forth
from within their inner life. Each of these two basic points
merits some consideration.

To begin, Eckhart identifies the pronounced human pen-
chant for God as “irascibilis”, defining this quality as the
“upsurging agent ” in the soul.? Irascibilis inspires the human
being on that perennial search for That Which will fill and ful-
fill. “ As it is the property of the eye to see form and color and
of the ear to hear sweet sounds and voices,” Eckhart main-
tains, “it is the property of the soul ever to struggle upwards
by means of this agent.” * Once this irascibilis manifests itself
within the personality, there is engendered within the self a
driving restlessness, a restlessness that is concluded only when
one has returned to the Origin of all. *“So sweet is God’s com-

2 XIV, p. 163. Eckhart’s choice of words is a bit bafling at first sight
actually. The Latin word “irascibilis” has as its root the word *ira,” de-
noting “wrath ”. It seems incongruous to associate a heated wrathfulness
with the soul’s inherent drive to seek out God. But consistent with this
meaning Eckhart later speaks of the soul’'s determined séruggling, crash-
ing, and even storming of heaven itself in search of its Source.

3 Ibid.
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fort,” Eckhart preaches, “that every creature is looking for
it, hunting it. . . . Their very existence and life depend on their
search for it, their hunting it.” *

The soul, in short, experiences God as the final answer to
human existence, the matter of ultimate concern in one’s life.
There is a God-shaped vacuum at the center of things. The
soul intuitively understands, if only subliminally, that nothing
is more important than God. The whole of life is oriented in
a God-ward direction. At greater length, Eckhart writes:

Whether you like it or not, whether you know it or not, secretly
all nature seeks God and works toward him. . . . Nature’s intent is
neither food nor drink, nor clothing, nor comfort, nor anything
else in which God is left out. Covertly, nature seeks, hunts, tries
to ferret out the track on which God may be found. . .. (The soul)
can never rest until it gets to the core of the matter, crashing
through to that which is beyond the idea of God and truth, until
it reaches the in principio, the beginning of beginnings, the origin
or source of all goodness and truth.®

Elsewhere, he adds:

.. . The human spirit . . . can never be satisfied with what light it
has, but storms the firmament and scales the heavens to discover
the spirit by which the heavens are driven in revolutions and by
which everything on the earth grows and flourishes.®

By their very basic nature, in other words, human beings are
spirit in profound search of their spiritual Ground.

Eckhart’s second basic premise is that the inner drive of
humans to find God is matched by God’s own passion to give
Himself to them. Human irascibilis is met with Divine love
and self-disclosure. It is in the very nature of God to make
this gift of Himself. Indeed, Eckhart views God as being vir-
tually powerless to do otherwise. God’s love for the creature
is so abundant and so complete that He freely gives the best
that can possibly be given—the gift of Himself. It is a favor
that Is given in a moment of exquisite birth. “The supreme

4 X, p. 145,
5 XV, pp. 168-169.
6 XXI, p. 192.
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purpose of God is birth,” Eckhart begins. “He will not be con-
tent until his Son is born in us. Neither will the soul be con-
tent until the Son is born of it .7 Elsewhere, he declares, “ The
Father can do nothing but beget and the Son nothing but be
begotten.” ® Again, he adds, “ All of God’s efforts are directed
to reproducing himself.” ®

Eckhart characterizes this mutual aflinity that the soul and
God experience for one another on the basis of the imago Dei.
The human soul craves for its origin, for the Source out of
which it was spawned. And God pours Himself into the soul
because it is comprised of the very stuff of divinity itself. God
gives Himself to that in the human being which is exactly like
Himself. So, Eckhart teaches:

The temple in which God wants to be master, strong to work his
will, is the human soul, which he created and fashioned like him-
self. . . . He made the human soul so much like himself that noth-
ing else in heaven or on earth resembles him so much?

“God and the soul are so nearly (related) to each other that
there is really no distinction between them,” Eckhart instructs
elsewhere.!* The common denominator between the two is that
in the creature which is the very image of the Creator. Eck-
hart suggests:

By nature, the soul is patterned after God himself. This pattern
must be adorned and fulfilled by divine conception, and no other
creature except the soul is adapted to such a function. In fact,
whatever the perfection that may come to the soul . . . it cannot
come except by birth.:2

Because of the imago, the soul, unless it chooses otherwise, is
destined to break through to eternity. The human soul is
tailored for no purpose other than the Eternal Birth at the

7 XTI, p. 151.

8 XXI, p. 194.
» XX, p. 189.
10 XT1I, p. 156.
11 XXV, p. 214.
1211 p. 103.
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hand of God. “ It is the soul that is especially designed for the
birth of God,” Eckhart states confidently, “and so it occurs
exclusively in the soul.” ** In the soul, God is generative, pro-
creative.

This identity between soul and God leads Eckhart to affirm
repeatedly that God is an immediate and intimate aspect of
human experience. Some persons may assume that God is far
away, a transcendent Lord distantly removed from the created
order. But, for Meister Eckhart, nothing could be further
from the truth of his own experience. This Lord, for him, is
so incredibly in love with that created order that He personal-
ly invests Himself in it. In the human soul, by virtue of the
imago Dei, God is already fundamentally present, and, through
that imago, God in His totality is available to the creature.

Eckhart counsels:

You need not look either here or there. He is no farther away than
the door of the heart. He stands there, lingering, waiting for us to
be ready and open the door and let him in. You need not call to
him as if he were far away, for he waits more urgently than you
for the door to be opened.*

Similarly, Eckhart adds:

. . . God is very anxious at all times to be near to people, and to
teach them how to come to him, if they are only willing to fol-
low him. Nobody ever wanted anything as much as God wants to
bring people to know him.*®

A PROBLEM

There seems to be a dilemma of sorts here. If the human
soul and God are so close in nature and essence, then why does
not everyone already know this Eternal Birth for themselves?
If God is indeed already so immediate, if God is already pres-
ent in person within the human soul, then how can persons be

13 I'bid., pp. 103-104,
141V, p. 121-122,
15 VT, p. 132.
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so estranged from their Divine Ground? If God is already
within us, then why must we search Him out? *°

It is the paradox of the mystical path that, simultaneously,
one is inches from the Divine goal and yet light-years away
from it. Eckhart states, “. . . Nothing is as near to me as God
is. God is nearer to me than I am to myself.”* In this pair
of statements, we have the entire conundrum set before us:
God is immediate and present, but we are distant and lost.
God is already awaiting our arrival at the ultimate goal, but
we are still wandering around in desperate search of it. God
and the soul are breathing as one, but we have forfeited the
experience of this unity in favor of our egos. In short, because
we are basically strangers to our own divinity-impregnated
cores, we sense ourselves to be strangers as well to God. In
reconnecting with our own inner depths, in rediscovering our
authentic self, we arrive also at God, who has been there all
the while. This spiritual issue constitutes the focus for an-
other part of Eckhart’s remarks, as follows:

Nobody ever wanted anything as much as God wants to bring
people to know him. God is always ready, but we are not ready.
God is near to us, but we are far from him. God is within; we are
without. God is at home; we are abroad.'®

This problematical distance is resolved, then, as the person
again sinks deeply back into himself, back to that bedrock of
the self which yet bears the Divine imprint, back to the well-
springs of the personality itself. This requires, above all else,
a radical inward orientation, an orientation away from the lure
of external, empirical reality and in towards the rich darkness
and fertile silence within. “ Not to be accustomed to inward,
spiritual things is never really to know what God is!” Eckhart
exclaims. “ To have wine in your cellar and never to drink it,
is not to know whether it is good or bad.” ** He concludes ac-

16 XXVII, p. 225.
17 VI, p. 129.

18 Ibid., p. 132.
19 XXV, p. 216.
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cordingly, ““ A person finds his goal in the divine nature, and
it is within himself.” * In another place, he explains graphi-
cally:

The soul has two eyes—one looking inwards and the other out-
wards. It is the inner eye of the soul that looks into essence and
takes being directly from God. That is its true function. The
soul’s outward eye is directed toward creatures and perceives
their external forms, but when a person turns inward and knows
God in terms of his own inner awareness of him, in the roots of
his being, he is then freed from all creation and is secure in the
castle of truth.#

The Eternal Birth is to be approached from within the inner
life of a person. If one is to receive that birth into eternity,
one, to the exclusion of all that is exterior, must remain at-
tuned to the deeper life. Eckhart provides some detail rela-
tive to this spiritual psychology:

It is the aim of all God does that the agents of the soul should
be redirected inward, toward himself. . . . If the soul is scattered
among its agents and spread out in externalities . . . then its in-
ward action is feebler because scattered forces do not fulfill (their
mission) . Therefore if the inward work of the soul is to be effici-
cient, it must recall its agents and gather them in from their dis-
persion to one inward effort.?

Elsewhere, he adds:

If you are to experience this noble birth, you must depart from all
crowds and go back to the starting point, the core (of the soul)
out of which you came. . . . You must leave them all: sense per-
ception, imagination, and all that you discover in self or intend to
do. After that, you may experience this birth—but otherwise not—
believe me!??

The ability to experience God’s new birth is related to the
individual’s determined ability to withdraw himself away from
all that otherwise lures him out of himself. If he can reclaim

20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.

2211, p. 105.
231V, p. 118,
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that energy which ordinarily would be channelled externally,
if he can integrate all that energy into a singular focus upon
his inner Ground, then the ultimate and the eternal can come
to birth in him. This emptying out of the lesser and the super-
ficial, therefore, is critical to the mystical process.

MAKING ONESELF A DESERT

God’s nature, it seems, is very simple. In fact, it is sim-
plicity and irreducible unity itself. And in order for the in-
dividual to receive God’s Eternal Birth, he must become as
simple and unified as God is. The usual complicatedness,
sophistication, and plurality must give way to an emptiness,
an emptiness that God will find and fill with Himself. Any-
thing other than this inner, expectant nothingness interferes
with the spiritual process. Interior poverty precedes the birth
into eternity. Eckhart asserts:

As it is, we have to turn from one thing to the other and there-
fore we cannot pay attention to one without depriving the other.
. . . If then the soul goes out to attend to external activities, it
will necessarily be the weaker in its inward efforts, and for this
birth in the soul God will and must have a pure, free, and unen-
cumbered soul, in which there is nothing but him alone, a soul
that waits for nothing and nobody but him.2*

The state that the soul ordinarily finds itself in is typified by
divided attentions and therefore divided affections. God, who
is unity, calls the human soul from this interior fragmentation
and flux to something superior—to Himself.

Stated differently, there is a positive correlation between the
lack of inner distractedness and the capacity for singularity of
focus upon God. The simpler, the emptier one’s soul, the
greater the energy and concentration that one can bring to
God. The more that one exclusively centers in on God, the
more one becomes God’s. The more that one becomes God’s,
the more one becomes like God. And the more that one be-
comes like God, the greater the opportunity for the Divine

24 TI, pp. 106-107.
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Birth. The mystic suggests, “ Be like a desert as far as self
and the things of this world are concerned.”*® “ Where the
creature ends,” he counsels elsewhere, * there God begins to
be. God asks only that you get out of his way . . . and let
him be God in you.”**

This image of the desert reappears at various places in
Eckhart’s sermons, always with the implication that, to the
degree that one evacuates himself of all personal content, one
is filled with the content of the Son. In finding that space
within the human which is akin to the Divine nature—simple,
uncluttered, unfettered, free—God fills it with Himself. Eck-
hart muses:

In this likeness or identity God takes such delight that he pours
his whole nature and being into it. . . . It is his pleasure and rap-
ture to discover identity, because he can always put his whole na-
ture into it—for he is this identity itself.?”

Where God discovers emptiness, He fills it personally. Where
God discovers the human desert, He sows it with Himself.
“ Remember that God may not leave anything empty or void,”
he preaches. “ That is not God’s nature. He could not bear
it. . . . God, the master of nature, will not tolerate any empty
place.”

Meister Eckhart coins a word to describe this radical
emptiness, this stark desert of the self. He terms it “ Un-
wizzen,” literally “ unknowledge,” with translator Blakney pre-
ferring to render the German “ unconsciousness ” or “ unself-
consciousness.” In either case, it signifies that state of per-
sonality which is devoid of all personal will, activity, and even
thought and imagination. It is emptiness indeed, emptiness
that is also clarity. It is like water allowed to set until it comes
to a perfectly tranquil state, where all the particles suspended
in it slowly, ineluctably, precipitate out. Eckhart exhorts,

25 ITI, p. 115.
28V, p. 127.

27 XXIII, p. 205.
28 TV, p. 122,










































































































































































































































