AQUINAS ON THE PRELIMINARY GRASP OF BEING

I
N NUMEROUS PASSAGES, which are to be found

scattered throughout his works, Aquinas repeatedly in-

sists that that which is first apprehended or conceived
by the intellect is being (ens).* But from these statements an
initial problem immediately arises. When Aquinas affirms
that being is that which is first apprehended or conceived by
the intellect is he talking about a priority which concerns the
logical order or the psychological order? 1 shall first of all
explain what T mean by these two expressions.

By the “logical order” I intend to refer to the order of
priority and posteriority which holds between different con-
cepts on the basis of the relations of necessary inclusion and
exclusion that hold between the contents of these concepts:
between the rationes that these concepts express. Certain con-
cepts contain as a necessary part of their content the contents
of other concepts which therefore need to be understood be-
fore they themselves can be understood: these other concepts
which precede them in this manner are prior to them in the
logical order.?

18ee In I Sent., d. 8, q. 1, a. 3 ¢. and ad 3; In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5,
a. 1, ad 2 and ad ult.; De Ver, q. 1, a. 1; De Pot., q. 9, 2. 7, ad 15; S.T.,
Ta, q. 5, a. 2; 8.7, q. 16, a. 4, ad 2; 8.7., Ia-Ilae, q. 55, a. 4, ad 1; 8.7,
Ta-Tlae, q. 92, a. 2; In I Met., 1. 2, n, 46; In IV Met., 1. 3, n. 566; In IV
Met., 1. 6, n. 605; In X Met.,, 1. 4, n. 1998; In XI Met.,, 1. 5, n. 2211; Sup.
De Causis, Pr. VI, 1. 6, n. 174.

2 “ Dupliciter enim dicitur aliquid non possit intelligi sine altero. Aut ita
quod non possit intelligi si non ponatur alterum esse . . . Sive ita quod
quandocumque intelligitur unum, intelligitur alterum, sicut quicumque in-
telligit hominem intelligit animal. Et hoc modo “esse” potest intelligi sine
vero, sed non e converso: quia verum non est in ratione entis, sed ems in
ratione veri . . . sed numquam potest intelligi intelligibile, secundum hane
rationem, nisi intelligatur ens. Unde etiam patet quod ens est prima con-
ceptio intellectus.” In I Sent., d. 19, q. 5, a. 1, ad 2.,
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By the “ psychological order ” I do not intend to refer to
the order of the temporal genesis within individual conscious-
nesses of particular concepts—as it might be studied, for ex-
ample, by the developmental psychologist. This is a purely
empirical matter and one which might well vary greatly from
individual to individual. As such, I do not consider this per-
spective, whilst of great interest in itself,® to be of direct rele-
vance to the present consideration. Rather, by the “psycho-
logical order ” I intend to refer to the order of priority and
posteriority which necessarily holds between the various inten-
tional conditions of possibility which must be realized if an act
of understanding or intellectual cognition, considered in gen-
eral, is to be carried out at all.

If we now return to the initial problem its import will be
immediately evident. After all, Aquinas would hardly identify
the logical and the psychological orders, as I have character-
ied them, and what holds a certain position in one order might
well turn out to hold a wholly different position in the other.
Nevertheless, as will be seen in the course of this discussion, it
seems that for Aquinas being is that which must be attained
first in both the logical order and the psychological order,

It must be noticed, though, that this primacy or priority
which is attributed by Aquinas to our attainment of being in
both the logical order and the psychological order only rarely
seems to be discussed by him within the one and the same
context. Each context where Aquinas affirms that being is that
which is first attained by the intellect needs to be considered
separately and to be closely scrutinized if one is to arrive at a
correct determination of whether the cognitional priority of
being which is affirmed in that particular context concerns
the logical or the psychological order.

Those passages* which affirm that being is that which is

3 See, for example, J. Farrelly, 0.8.B., “ Developmental Psychology and
Man’s Knowledge of Being,” The Thomist, XXXIX [1975], p. 668-695,

4 For example, “Illud autem quod primo intellectus concipit quasi notissi-
mum, et in quo omnes conceptiones resolvit est ems . . . Unde oportet quod
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first known or understood by the intellect in the logical order
—ens est primum intelligible secundum rationem—present no
great difficulty of interpretation. These contexts simply in-
dicate that being, taken in the sense of the content of the
concept of being in general (ens commune) which expresses
the “nature” of being (ratio entis) and which is the direct
object or proper subject matter of metaphysic, must be un-
derstood before it is at all possible to attain a properly meta-
physical understanding of the contents of certain other con-
cepts—for example, the transcendentals, the transcendental
perfections, and even the categories—when these are under-
stood metaphysically as opposed to the pre-metaphysical un-
derstanding of them which is operative in natural science and
in everyday life. That is, these various concepts, if they are
to be understood in accordance with their properly meta-
physical significations, are all posterior in the logical order to
the grasp of the “ abstract” concept of being in general; and
this, because they can only be so understood insofar as they
are “ grounded ” by the intellect, by means of the operation of
additio? in the ratio entis®

On the other hand, those passages which seem to affirm that
being (ens) is that which is first grasped or apprehended by
the intellect in the psychological order—ens est primum quod
cadit in apprehnsione intellectus—give rise to a far more com-
plicated problematic. As I have already intimated, it is clear

omnes aliae conceptiones intellectus accipiantur ex additione ad ens.,” De
Ver.,, q. 1, a. 1, “Ens secundum rationem est prius quam bonum. Ratio
enim significata per nomen, est id quod concipit intellectus de re, et significat
illud per vocem; illud ergo est prius secundum rationem, quod prius eadit in
conceptione intellectus. Primo autem in conceptione intellectus cadit ens:
quia secundum hoc unumquodque cognoscibile est, inquantum est actu . .
Unde ens est proprium obiectum intellectus, et sic est primum intelligi-
bile . . .” 8.7, Ia, q. 5, a. 2. Notice how in this second text Aquinas moves
from the priority of being in the logical order to its priority in the psycho-
logical order and grounds the former in the latter.

5 For a discussion of the operation of additio see De Ver., q. 21, a. 1.

6 For the additio of the transcendentals and the categories see De Ver, q. 1,
a. 1. For the additio of the transcendental perfections [vivere, intelligere]
see Sup. De Causis, Pr. X1I, 1. 12, n. 281.
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from many passages,” that Aquinas is convinced that we must
have a certain preliminary grasp or original apprehension of
being if we are to understand or know anything whatsoever.
But it is precisely at this point that the difficulties commence.
As Cornelio Fabro has remarked in this regard:

A first clarification concerns the origin of the notion of ens:
everyone realizes at once the importance of the problem. But it
is just as necessary to recognize that the texts of St. Thomas are
quite sparing of indications. If St. Thomas, as we have seen, is
from beginning to end firm in the position that ens is the primum
in every intentional sphere, he says on the other hand, almost
nothing on Aow the human mind grasps such a notion . . . how the
ratio entis arises in the mind is not mentioned and one does not
see how.®

Furthermore, one could well argue that it is precisely this situ-
ation that has been responsible for the state of affairs of which
Joseph Owens has written:

. . . the current approaches to Aquinas in the knowledge of exist-
ence are at radical variance with one another. The divergencies
cannot be explained away by patient comparison of the various

ways in which each uses the same terms. They lie rather at the
roots of the vital metaphysical thinking in each interpreter . . .°

Just what is the set of problems that emerges from the situa-
tion indicated by Fabro? I would suggest that it can be formu-
lated quite succinetly in terms of two questions.

7 For example, “Primo enim quod cadit in imaginatione intellectus, est
ens, sine quod nihil potest apprehendi ab intellectu; sicut primo quod cadit

in credulitate intellectus, sunt dignitates . . .” In I Sent, d. 8, ¢. 1, a.
3; “ . . dicendum quod id quod primo cadit in intellectu, est ens: unde
unicuique apprehenso a nobis attribuimus quod sit ens . . .” 8.7, q. 55, a.

4, ad 1; “In his autem quae in apprehensione omnium cadunt, quidem ordo
invenitur. Nam illud quod primo cadit in apprehensione est ens, cuius in-
tellectus includitur in omnibus quaecumque quis apprehendit.” S.T., Ia-
Ilae, q. 94, a. 2.

8 C. Fabro, C.8.8.,, “The Transcendentality of Ens-Esse and the Ground
of Metaphysics,” International Philosophical Quarterly, VI (1966), pp. 423-
424,

9J. Owens, C.8s.R., “Aquinas on Knowing Existence,” The Review of
Metaphysics, XXIX (1976), p. 690.
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The first question is whether the content of the preliminary
grasp or original apprehension of being, which according to
Aquinas must be first in the psychological order, is simply to be
identified with the content of the concept of being in general
(ens commune; ens inquantum ens) which is the direct subject
matter of metaphysics.*® But, surely, this could not possibly
be the case. According to Aquinas the “ abstract ” concept of
being in general has a content which expresses the ratio entis:

33,11 €€

“ratio autem entis ab actu essendi sumitur’; ens dicitur

quasi esse habens”;** “ens autem dicttur id quod finite

participat esse” . As such, this concept has a content which
is not at all either readily orimmediately seized by the in-
tellect.** Rather, it has a content which, if it is to be seized
at all by the mind, requires the performance of a highly so-
phisticated process of resolutive reasoning ** a process of reason-
ing which involves, as its specific and constitutive element, the
exercise of that properly metaphysical, third kind, of * abstrac-
tion ” or distinctio which is the negative judgment of separa-
tion.'®

The reply that I have just given to the first question gives
immediate rise to the second question. If the content of this

10 “Unde oportet quod ad eamdem scientiam pertineat considerare sub-
stantias separatas, et ems commune, quod est genus, cuius sunt praedicta
substantiae communes et universales causas. Ex quo apparet, quod quamvis
ista scientia praedicta tria considerat, non tamen considerat quodlibet eorum
ut subiectum, sed ipsum solum ens commune.” In Met., Prooemium; “. . . est
quaedam scientia de ente inquantum est separabile; non erim solum pertinet
ad hanc scientiam determinare de ente in communi, quod est determinare de
ente inquantum est ens . . .” In XI Met., 1. 7, n. 2259,

11 De Ver., q. 1,a. 1, ad 3.

12 In XII Met., 1. 1, n. 2419.

13 Sup. De Causis, Pr. V1, 1. 6, n. 175.

14 “ Unde scientia, quae de istis rebus considerat, maxime esse videtur in-
tellectualis, et aliarum princeps sive domina.” In Met., Prooemium.

15 ¢ Metaphysica, in quantum considerat ens et ea quae consequuntur ipsum.
Haec enim transphysica inveniuntur in via resolutionis, sicut magis com-
unia post minus communia.” ibid.

16 “ The best discussion of this theme still remains: L.-B. Geiger, O.P., Ab-
straction et Séparation d’aprés S. Thomas,” Revue des Sciences Philosophiques
et Théologiques, XXIIT (1947), pp. 3-40.
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preliminary grasp or original apprehension of being, which
we must have if we are to understand or know anything what-
soever, cannot possibly be identified with the content of the
concept of being in general, with the ens commune which is the
object of metaphysics, just what is it then? Is the content
of this preliminary grasp of being at all susceptible to con-
ceptualization? Just what are the details of the process
whereby the intellect first grasps or apprehends this con-
tent?

We are, in effect, back at the problem as it has been formu-
lated by Fabro, but with the addition of the all-important
clarification that the content of the preliminary grasp of being
is in no way to be confused, let alone identified, with the con-
tent of the concept of being in general which is the subject
matter of metaphysics.'™ There is indeed a wide, though by no
means discontinuous, chasm between our original apprehension
of being and the metaphysician’s conceptual seizure of being in
general a chasm which can only be bridged by the transition
from everyday, pre-metaphysical, thinking to explicitly meta-
physical thinking through a process of resolutio secundum
rationem *® as well as secundum rem, which can only be effected
by means of the negative judgment of separation.

17 “ This first concept of being is not the being of the science of meta-
physies, but rather the most imperfect, confused, potential of all concepts.”
M. A. Glutz, C.P., “The Formal Subject of Metaphysics,” The Thomist,
XIX (1956), pp. 64-65. “ That our first knowledge of being is not the hbeing
of the metaphysician is surely a point of common agreement. St. Thomas
stated this as his position on many oceasions. Furthermore, it is agreed that
mediation is necessary if we are to arrive at a knowledge of being as being,
of that common being which is the subject of metaphysics.” J. Reichmann,
S.J., “ Transcendental Method and the Psychogenesis of Being,” The Thomist,
XXXIT (1968), p. 456.

18 “ Ratio enim . . . Quandoque vero procedit de uno in aliud secundum
rationem . . . resolvendo autem quando e converso, eo quod universalius est
simplicius. Maxime autem universalia sunt, quae sunt communia omnibus
entibus. Bt ideo terminus resolutionis in hac via ultimus est consideratio
entis et eorum quae sunt entis in quantum huiusmodi.” In Boet. de Trinitate,
q. VI, a. 1.
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II

If one is even to attempt to resolve the issues that arise
within the second question, I would suggest that it is impera-
tive to notice that Aquinas, to the very limited extent that
he does so, almost always discusses the preliminary grasp of
being, which is first in the psychological order, within con-
texts where he is primarily concerned with another, but in-
timately connected, matter. This is the problem of the genesis
in the mind of the knowledge of the first principles of the
understanding. For Aquinas, knowledge of the first principles
is itself necessary as a condition of possibility in the psycho-
logical order. They also must be known if we are to under-
stand or know anything at all. Furthermore, their emergence
in the intellect is founded upon, or derived from, the content
of the preliminary grasp of being.*®

In several places Aquinas tells us that our knowledge of the
first principles, and, by implication, of the content of the pre-
liminary grasp of being from which they are derived, is at-
tained naturaliter.”® The epistemological status of the propo-
sitions which formulate the first principles is that of being
per se nota, or self-evident, to the intellect: in the terminology
of modern and contemporary philosophy we would say that
they are all “analytic ” propositions.®* The truth of the first
principles is self-evident to all who comprehend the meanings
of the terms which appear in the propositions which formulate

19 “ Naturaliter igitur intellectus noster cognoscit ens, et ea quae sunt
per se entis inquantum huiusmodi; in qua cognitione fundatur primorum
principiorum notitia, ut non esse simul affirmare et negare, et alia huiusmodi.

Haec igitur sola principia intellectus noster naturaliter cognosecit . . .” C.G,,
I1, c. 83, n. 1678.
20 For example, “. . . primas affirmationes quae naturaliter intellectus

cognoscit, ut sunt dignitates . . .” In I Sent., d. 19, q. V, a. 1.

21 “ Bx hoc enim aliqua propositio est per se mnota, quod praedicatum in-
cluditur in ratione subiecti . . . si igitur notum sit omnibus de praedicato
et de subiecto quid sit, propositio illa erit omnibus per se mnota: sicut patet
in primis demonstrationum principiis, quorum termini sunt quaedam com-
munia quae nullus ignorat, ut ens et non ens . . .” 8.7, Ia, q. 2, a. L,
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them. First and foremost among these terms is the term
“being ” (“ens”). Clearly, the meaning of the term “ being ”,
which we must know if we are to have any knowledge of the
first principles and their truth, corresponds to the content of
that preliminary grasp of being with which this discussion is
concerned.

When Aquinas characterizes as naturaliter our manner of
knowing the first principles, and the content of the preliminary
grasp of being that they presuppose, does he mean that this
knowledge is either innate to the intellect or, in some way or
other, a priori to the operation of sensibility—at least in the
sense that it is not derived from it? Is it a knowledge that the
intellect, on the occasion of the operation of sensibility, de-
rives from itself and imposes upon, or at least actualizes within,
the synthetic sensible image, or ““ phantasm ”, which is the
product of the cooperation between the external and the in-
ternal senses? In other words, is, for Aquinas, the content of
our preliminary grasp of being and the knowledge of the first
principles derived from it, something akin to a Kantian «
priori, purely formal, category: a necessary, “ transcendental ”,
condition of possibility which must be postulated if we are
to give any satisfactory account at all of the fact that we can
perform acts of understanding and knowing?

As is well known, this question has been much discussed in
contemporary Thomistic circles. Yet, in a way, it is some-
what bewildering that this situation ever came about. Cer-
tainly there are a few texts, which are to be found exclusively
in the earlier works of Aquinas, which, at first reading, might
lend themselves to being so construed as to enable one to
argue for a “ transcendental ” interpretation of the thought of
Aquinas on the issue of the original apprehension of being.
But do they do so at all at a second, and closer, reading? Let
us consider some representative texts:

1. ... just as from the truth of the divine intellect flow into the
angelic intellect those innate species by which it knows all things;
so from the truth of the divine intellect proceeds in an exemplary
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way into our intellect the truth of the first principles by which
we judge everything . . . (De Veritate, q.1, a4, ad 5)2?

Now, no matter what might appear to be the case at first
sight, and no matter what some authors have made of this
text,”® it hardly supports any kind of “ transcendental > inter-
pretation. To see this, it suffices to recognize the precise im-
port of the term exemplariter which is used to describe the
manner in which the truth of the first principles proceeds
from the divine to the human intellect. The point, of course,
is that everything in creation may be said to proceed in an
exemplary way from God*—and this quite irrespective of
the actual manner of generation in the natural order proper
to any one thing in particular. If we bear this in mind, then
it becomes obvious that in this context Aquinas is not really
telling us anything at all about the actual process whereby
the first principles, and the preliminary grasp of being from
which they are derived, emerge in the intellect. An argument
for a “ transcendental ” interpretation which bases itself on
this text simply carries no logical force at all.

Quite possibly all that Aquinas is doing in this text, by the
use of exemplarist terminology, is to attempt a degree of recon-
ciliation, on the purely verbal level, with the various illuminis-
tic explanations of the first principles which were widely cur-
rent in his time and were ultimately Augustinian in inspiration.
It is interesting to note that this text presents an accommodat-
ing exegesis of a text of St. Augustine.”” It is even more inter-
esting to notice that this seems to be invariably the case with

22 My translation. For an alternative, freer, translation see, St. Thomas
Aquinas, Truth, transl. R. W. Mulligan, S.J., Chicago: 1952, p. 19.

23 See for example, J. Donceel, 8.J., “ Editor’s Preface” to E. Coreth, S.J.,,
Metaphysics, New York: 1968, p. 8.

24 “Deus est prima causa exemplaris omnium rerum . . . Manifestum est
autem quod ea quae naturaliter fiunt, determinatas formas consequuntur.
Haec autem formarum determinatio oportet quod reducatur, sicut in primum
principium, in divinam sapientiam, quae ordinem universi excogitavit, qui in
rerum distinetione consistit. Et ideo oportet dicere quod in divina sapientia
sunt rationes omnium rerum .. .” 8.7.,, Ia, q. 44, a. 4.

25 See De Ver., q. 1, a. 4, ob. 5.
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similar early texts where exemplarist terminology is applied
to our knowledge of the first principles.?* T would suggest that
an analogous situation holds with respect to the frequent use
made by Aquinas of innatist terminology in the tenth question
of the . D. De Veritate,” a terminology which simply does
not appear in Aquinas’s later, and less occasional, works.*®

2. The same is to be said of the acquisition of scientific knowledge;
that certain seeds of the sciences pre-exist in us, namely the first
conceptions of the intellect which are known immediately by the
light of the agent intellect through species abstracted from sensible
objects, be they complex, as the axioms, or simple, as the notion
of being, of one and the like, which the intellect apprehends im-
mediately (De Veritate, q.11, a.1) .2°

3. Indeed, some men thought that the agent intellect does not
differ from our habitus of indemonstrable principles. But this can-
not be the case, because we certainly know indemonstrable prin-
ciples by abstracting them from singulars . . . the agent intellect
must exist prior to the kabitus of first indemonstrable principles
in order to be the cause of it. Indeed, the principles themselves are
related to the agent intellect as certain of its instruments, because
the intellect makes things actually intelligible by means of such
principles . . . (@. D. De Anima, a.5) .*°

Both of these texts lend themselves even less to a “ tran-
scendental ” interpretation. Certainly in the first Aquinas
affirms that the content of the preliminary grasp of being and
the first principles praezistunt in the intellect. But this pre-
existence is not meant in any absolute sense. Rather, it is a
relative pre-existence: they pre-exist in the intellect only with

26 See for example, Q. Quodlibet., q. X, a. 7.

27 See for example, De Ver., q. 10, a. 6, c. and ad 6.

28 T would suggest that it is important to notice that the text of De Ver,
q. 10, represents the report of a live disputation held in Paris in 1257-58 (see
J. A. Weisheipl, O.P., Frior Thomas d’Aquino, New York: 1974, pp. 362-363.
To what extent is Aquinas’s innatist terminology an expression of not only
the Augustinian theme with which this question deals but also a desire to
employ a terminology acceptable to his co-disputants?

29 My translation.

30 Cited from St. Thomas Aquinas, On the Soul., transl. J. P. Rowan, St.
Louis: 1949, p. 62. See also, Q. D. De Anima, a. 4, ad 6.
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respect to the acquisition of scientific knowledge. In this con-
text Aquinas is simply affirming what we have already recog-
nized: they are prior in the psychological order. Thus, in the
second text, we are told that the agent intellect both precedes
in existence and is the cause of the knowledge of the first
principles and, by implication, of the preliminary grasp of
being. Furthermore, in both texts, we are told a little as to
the manner whereby we attain the first principles and the
content of the preliminary grasp of being: “ cognoscuntur per
species a sensibilibus abstractas”; “ abstrahendo a singulari-
bus.” Once again, though, Aquinas tells us nothing about the
details of this process. Just how do they come to be abstracted
from singulars? But on one point there is no doubt. What-
ever might be the manner of their emergence in the intellect
they are certainly not furnished by the intellect itself, and
from itself, in the manner of an a prior: formal category.
Somehow or other they are derived from, and not just im-
posed upon, the data furnished by sensibility.

4. ... all the consideration of the speculative sciences is reduced
to certain principles that man does not necessarily have to learn
or find out, lest he be thereby bound to an infinite process. But
of these principles he has a natural knowledge and of this order
are the indemonstrable principles of demonstration . . . also the
first concepts of the mtellect as those of “being” and of “one”
and the like . . . objects of this natural order of cognition are made
manifest to man by the light of the active intellect, which is natural
to man, by which light things are manifested to us only inas-
much as through phantasms they are made intelligible in act . . .
phantasms, moreover, are received from the senses, wherefore
the source of our knowledge of the aforesaid first principles is
from sense and memory . .. (In Boet. de Trinitate, q.VI, a.4) 3

5. . .. it is not acquired by demonstration or by any similar
method, but it comes in a sense by nature to the one having it
inasmuch as it is naturally known and not acquired. For first prin-
ciples become known through the natural light of the agent intel-

31 Cited from, St. Thomas Aquinas, The Trinity and the Unicity of the
Intellect, transl, R. E. Brennan, St. Louis: 1946, p. 195.
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lect, and they are not acquired by any process of reasoning, but
by having their terms become known. This comes about by reason
of the fact that memory is derived from sensible things, experience
from memory, and knowledge of those terms from experience. And
when they are known, common propositions of this kind, which
are the principles of the arts and sciences, become known (In IV
Met., 1.6, n.599) .22

In these last two texts that I shall consider we are told,
first of all, precisely what Aquinas means when he characterizes
both our original apprehension of being and our knowledge
of the first principles as taking place naturaliter. By this term
he intends to do no more than to insist that they are attained
immediately in the sense that their seizure by the mind can-
not be the result of a process of demonstrative, or in any way
syllogistic-deductive, reasoning. There is no question of either
innateness or any other kind of subjective a priori. To see this
it is important to notice his extremely cautious terminology:
“ quast per naturam”; “ quasi ut naturaliter ”. Secondly, in
both texis we are told just a little more about how we come
to know the meaning of the term “being” from which the
first principles are derived. We acquire this knowledge by
means of an experiential procedure which relies on the inter-
action of the senses and memory. Nowhere else in his works
does Aquinas treat this crucial matter in any greater detail.

But just why did Aquinas fail to pay more attention to this
issue? The answer, I suspect, is that he was convinced that
there was no real need to do so. This, not so much because
his philosophical preoccupations were so different from those
of our own (post-Cartesian and post-Kantian) times, as be-
cause, for him, there might well have been something supremely
obvious about that original grasp of being whose content cor-
responds to the meaning of the term “ being ” from which we
derive our knowledge of the first principles. But if this is
indeed the case, what is it that has been neglected and has

3

82 Cited from St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of
Aristotle, transl, J. P. Rowan, Chicago: 1961, vol. I, p. 242.
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thereby brought about the endless controversies over this
issue which have so occupied, and so divided, contemporary
Thomists?

I would suggest, at least as a tentative hypothesis which
can serve as a point of departure for discussion, that the prob-
lematic concerning the preliminary grasp of being has arisen
because of the quite understandable desire, on the part of
twentieth century Thomists, to defend, against competing
philosophies, the validity of the Thomistic doctrine of the
total abstraction of the universal from particulars. This amply
justified concern with the vindication of total abstraction
might well, nonetheless, have caused too much emphasis to
have been placed on one particular epistemological perspective
with respect to the sensible object. That is, the sensible ob-
ject might well have been considered, quite correctly but pos-
sibly far too exclusively, only insofar as it appears to sensible
consciousness through the phantasm as potential with respect
to intellection.

What might have been neglected, if not altogether over-
looked, is that the potentiality which characterizes the sensible
object is a wholly relative one. The sensible object is only
to be characterized as potential with respect to the understand-
ing, by the possible intellect, of the quiddity or nature which
is realized within it. A nature becomes actually capable of
being understood only insofar as it is abstracted from the
phantasm by the agent intellect which impresses it (as the
species intelligibilis impressa) on the possible intellect which,
once actualized and informed by it, is rendered actually ca-
pable of understanding it through the formation of the uni-
versal concept (the species intelligibilis expressa or verbum) .
But the actually perceived sensible object, as such and of itself,
which appears to consciousness through the phantasm, is not
at all merely potential but actual.® It is this actuality, this
being-in-act, of the perceived sensible object as such which, in
the psychological order, first confronts the intellect and which,

33 “, ., gensus fit in actu per sensibile in actu.” 8.7, q. 79, a. 3.
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indeed, “ moves ” it.** What is first encountered by the agent
intellect through the phantasm is not the sensible object as
endowed with a potentially intelligible quiddity but, rather,
the sensible object as actual in sensibility: primum enim quod
cadit in imaginatione intellectus est ens.

The first encounter between the intellect and extra-mental
reality—or, more correctly, between the intellect and any
part of that reality of which it is itself a part—is not an en-
counter with a mere potentiality. It is an encounter between
two actualities: * the agent intellect and the perceived sensi-
ble object in act. Could it not be that it is precisely the grasp
of this actuality, this entitas rei,*® which pertains to the per-
ceived sensible object as such and of itself, and before it is in
any way quidditative by intellected, which constitutes the con-
tent of our original apprehension of being? Could it not be
this very actuality,”” this being-in-act of the perceived sensible
object, which is first excised by the agent intellect and by it
impressed on the possible intellect as its primary actualization
or informatio—as the very “dawn ” of its cognitional vitality,
a primary “information ” whose content corresponds to that
initial and most primitive meaning that the term * being”
does and can have for the intellect, a meaning which, no mat-
ter how rudimentary, still enables the agent intellect to derive
from it those first principles of the understanding by whose
instrumentality it can then abstract the potentially intelligible
aspect of the sensible object—its quiddity or specific nature.
If this is indeed the case then there is no great difficulty in
seeing just why Aquinas, in the texts that I have considered,
repeatedly insists that our original apprehension of being is

34, _, phantasmata se habent ad intellectivam partem animae, sicut sensi-
bilia ad sensum. Unde sicut sensus movetur a sensibilibus, ita intellectus a
phantasmatibus.” In ITI De Anime, 1. 12, n, 770.

35 Is not this the “Prima ergo comparatio entis ad intellectum est ut ens
intellectui correspondeat . ..” of De Ver, q. 1, a. 1?

36 De Ver.,q. 1, a. 1.

37, . . unumquodque cognoscitur per id quod est in actu et ideo ipsa
actualitas rei est quoddam lumen ipsius.” Sup. De Ceusis, Pr. VI, 1. 6,
n. 168.
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derived from sensibility. Nor is there any great difficulty in
seeing just why, as I suggested, the entire matter was no great
problem for him.

I

I shall now present, in the form of a number of points, some
general conclusions and a few further reflections which seem
to me to follow from the interpretations that I have proposed
of the texts that have been considered:

1. There most certainly is, for Aquinas, a preliminary grasp
or original apprehension of being. Upon its content is founded
our immediate, “natural”, knowledge of the first principles
of the understanding. Both this content, which corresponds
to the most primitive meaning of the term “ being ”, and the
knowledge of the first principles which is derived from it are
necessary conditions of possibility for the performance of any
act of understanding or knowing whatsoever. They are thus
first and second, respectively, in the psychological order.

2. These two necessary conditions of possibility are pre-
supposed by all instances of reasoning—no matter whether
it be reasoning in the theoretical sciences, in the practical
sciences, in the mechanical arts, or in any aspect of everyday
life. Most significantly, as indispensable preliminaries to the
mind’s performance of its two most fundamental acts of simple
apprehension and judgment,”® they are presupposed by the
various types of “abstraction” or distinctio which are con-
stituted by the dynamic interplay of these two acts: the
operations of total abstraction, formal abstraction, and nega-

38 _ ., . cum duplex sit operatio intellectus: una, qua cognoscit quod quid
est, quae vocatur indivisibilium intelligentia: alia, qua componit et dividit:
in utroque est aliquod primum: in prima quidem operatione est aliquod
primum, quod cadit in conceptione intellectus, scilicet hoc quod dico ens, nec
aliquid hac operatione potest mente concipi, nisi intelligatur ens. Bt quia
hoc principium, impossibile est esse et non esse simul, dependet ex intellectu
entis . . . ideo hoc etiam principium est naturaliter primum in secunda
operatione intellectus, scilicet componentis et dividentis.” In IV Met., 1. 6, n.
605,
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tive separation which are operative within, and specific to
insofar as they alone can yield to them their proper objects,
the theoretical sciences of physics, mathematics, and meta-
physics.®®

8. Neither the content of the preliminary grasp of being nor
the knowledge of the first principles derived from it is in any
way some kind of “ transcendental ” formal element, analogous
to a Kantian subjective a priori category, that the intellect
derives from itself and imposes upon, or at least actualizes
within, the phantasm. Rather they emerge in the mind, in a
non-demonstrative manner, as the primary actualization of
the possible intellect which results from the agent intellect’s
first encounter with the actuality of the perceived sensible
object as such. An actuality, or being-in-act, which manifests
itself primordially through the phantasm which presents the
sensible object to consciousness.

4. The content of the preliminary grasp of being is not as
vet explicitly metaphysical. One is neither a metaphysician,
nor is one engaged in metaphysical thinking, solely in virtue
of this original apprehension of being which is common to all
men.* This is because the content of the preliminary grasp
of being does not correspond to, and cannot simply be identi-
fied with, the ratio entis which is expressed by the concept of
being in general (ens commune) —which is the object of
metaphysics and can only be attained through negative sep-
aration. In other words, the apprehensio entis of every man
must be kept quite distinet from the conceptio entis achieved
by the metaphysician.** Now, undoubtedly, the content of
the preliminary grasp of being will serve as the point of de-
parture for that process of resolutive reasoning whereby the

39 See In Boet. de Trinitate, q. V, a. 3.

40 “ . quaedam communia quae nullus ignorat . ..” 8.1, Ia, q. 2, a. 1.

41 For a contrary opinion, “ Non senza ragione ’Angelico usa indifferente-
mente i termini apprehensio (che sta per percezione intuitiva) e conceptio.”
L. Bogliolo, 8.1).B., ““Realismo Moderno e Realismo Tomista,” San Tommaso
e il Pensiero Moderno (Studi Tomistici, 3), Rome: n. d., p. 46.
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metaphysician is enabled to seize that concept of being in
general which is the object of his science—but this matter is
beyond the scope of the present discussion.

5. The preliminary grasp of being does not involve any
strict conceptualization of being. Its content represents no
more than what might be designated as a vague and confused
notion of being. That imprecise notion of being which is com-
mon to all men who, despite its lack of clarity, make constant
use of it as is indicated by their ready utterance of the term
“being ”. This vague and confused notion of being corresponds
quite simply to the everyday meaning of the term “ being”
when it is taken as having the grammatical form of a noun—
a meaning which, for obvious reasons, cannot be formulated
precisely but can only be indicated descriptively by such
phrases as: ““that which is present ”’; “ that which is given ”;
“ the factual ”—and, most commonly, “ that which I can touch
and see and smell . . .”

6. Being, as it presents itself to the mind through the vague
and confused notion which is the content of our preliminary
grasp of it, reveals itself as endowed with a certain intrinsic
structure. It discloses itself as questionable or analyzable in
terms of the two acts of simple apprehension and judgment.
These two acts represent the intellect’s initial response to this
intrinsic ** structure rather than operations whereby the in-
tellect would impose upon particular instances of being initially
empty categories which, somehow or other, it derived of itself.
Of particular instances of being the intellect has no hesitation
as to the possibility of addressing them in terms of some initial
questions: what is it’—how is it?P—is it, does it exist? The
first question is answered through simple apprehension which
grasps the quod quid est, or “ whatness”, of any particular

42% _, Quplex est operatio intellectus. Una, quae dicitur intelligentia in-
divisibilium, qua cognoscit de unoquoque, quid est. Alia vero, qua componit
et dividit, scilicet enuntiationem affirmativam vel negativam formando. Et
hae quidem duae operationes, duobus, quae sunt in rebus, respondent.” In
Boet. de Trin., q. V, a. 3.
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instance of being. The second question is answered by the
judgment which, in its formal-copulative or * predicative ”
employment, either affirms or denies certain attributes of any
particular instance of being. The third question is answered
by the judgment which, in its existential employment, either
affirms or denies existence or being of any particular instance
of being. It must be noticed that this affirmation or denial
of being of particular instances of being is in no way tauto-
logical. It represents the affirmation or denial of being, in
the sense that the term “being” has when it is taken as
having the grammatical form of a participle ** (the vague and
confused notion of being taken dynamically), of being in the
sense that the term “ being ” has when it is taken as having
the grammatical form of a noun** (the vague and confused
notion of being taken statically).

7. The point that must be stressed at this stage is that, as
long as the particular instances of being which confront the
mind are understood merely in terms of the vague and con-
fused notion of being which is the content of our preliminary
grasp of it, the answers which will be given by the mind in
simple apprehension and judgment will be of little, if any,
explicitly metaphysical import. That is, no matter what these
answers will later, from a metaphysical point of view, be dis-
cerned as having implicitly attained, simple apprehension and
judgment, carried out solely in the light of the vague and con-
fused notion of being, are just not capable of yielding to the
performer of these acts anything more than merely everyday,
pre-metaphysical, grasps of “ whatness ”, attributes, and exist-
ence.

For example, the nature or “whatness” grasped, as per-
taining to any particular instance of being, will not as yet be
seized as the essence which is related as potential to, and is
really distinct from, the participated esse ut actus essendi

[

48, ens...ab esse quod pertinet ad quaestionem an sit.” Q. Quodlibet.,
q. II, a. 3.
4% ., ens secundum quod importat rei cui competit huinsmodi esse.”
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which it receives, determines, and contracts. Similarly, attri-
butes or properties will not as yet be fully understood as
accidental forms which inhere in, or adhere to, the substance
which is the composite of essence and the actus essendi. Finally,
and most importantly, the existence or being (in the sense
indicated by the term “being” taken as a participle—the
vague and confused notion of being taken dynamically) which
is afirmed by the judgment in its existential employment will
not as yet represent the seizure, on the part of the performer
of the judgment, of the actus essendi in the full richness and
originality of its properly. Thomistic understanding.*® At this,
pre-metaphysical, stage the judgment in its existential employ-
ment will simply not be capable of yielding to its performer
anything more than existence in its everyday sense of “ given-
ness ”’, “presence”, “facticity "—as that which will later,
from a properly metaphysical viewpoint, be recognized as being
no more than mere esse in actu, existentia.*®

In other words, as long as being is understood solely in terms
of the vague and confused notion of being which is the con-
tent of our original apprehension of being, it is simply not
possible to attain any properly Thomistic metaphysical in-
sights. Their attainment requires much more than that pre-
liminary grasp of being which is readily accessible to, and the
common possession of, all men. The attainment by the mind
of these insights will only be possible after the seizure of that
concept of being in general (ens commune) which, by being
“ grounded ” in the profounder appropriation of esse commune,
can do full justice to the ratio entis.

To conclude, I should like to insist upon the point that the
very viability or possibility of the science of metaphysics, as
it was conceived by Aquinas, does not depend merely on

45 See it, for example, De Pot., q. 7,a.2,ad 9.

46 “Thus the authentic notion of Thomistic participation calls for distin-
guishing esse as act not only from essence which is its potency, but also
from existence which is the fact of being and hence a “ result ” rather than a
metaphysical principle.” C. Fabro, “ The Intensive Hermeneutic of Thomistic
Philosophy,” The Review of Metaphysics, XXVII (1974), p. 470.
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whether we do or do not have a preliminary grasp of being.
For Aquinas, that this is indeed the case and that this original
apprehension of being is derived from sensibility, and is not
furnished by the intellect from itself in some a priori manner,
is really beyond reasonable dispute. It can be confirmed by a
straightforward appeal to the experience of any man. Rather,
the very possibility of the Thomistic science of metaphysics
will be dependent upon whether, by means of a process of
resolutive reasoning effected by negative separation, the mind
can have access to that concept of being in general which is
the object of this science. But I shall not consider this matter
in the present context.

MicuagL Tavuzzi, OP.
Yarra Theological Union
Melbourne, Australia



IS GOD ESSENTIALLY DIFFERENT FROM HIS
CREATURES? RAHNER’'S EXPLANATION
FROM REVELATION

[

INTRODUCTION

N THIS PAPER we shall discuss two questions concern-
Iing the doctrine of God in the theology of Karl Rahner.

What is it? On what is it based? In the process, we shall
critically examine the relationship between the doctrine of
God and Rahner’s view of Christian revelation, focusing on
the nature of theological method. Analysis will proceed in
two ways: comparison of Rahner’s method with what I see
as the method of scripture (faith seeking understanding) and
with that of traditional Thomism as represented by Etienne
Gilson.

In Foundations of Christian Faith, Chapter 2, “ Man in the
Presence of Absolute Mystery,” Theological Investigations,
volume 4, “The Concept of Mystery in Catholic Theology,”
and Theological Investigations, volume 11, “ The Experience
of God Today” Rahner develops his doctrine of God from
his concept of absolute mystery which is drawn from human
experience of reality according to his transcendental method.
This method itself establishes the foundation for answering
the first question, as we shall see. In answering the second
question it is important that we examine carefully the founda-
tion and determining element for any concept of God and
of the creature’s relation with God. The following issues will
have to be discussed also: the nature of and need for Christian
revelation, the role of faith and the kind of relation which exists
between the Creator God and creatures. We shall discuss
how Rahner deals with the free grace of God’s revelation and
presence in history while synthesizing creaturely self-tran-

575
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scendent experience with grace and revelation according to his
transcendental method. Such synthesis perceives the reality
of God according to the constructs of natural theology and
eliminates any practical need for revelation and faith in the
triune God as the only true God. Moreover, we hope to show
that the starting point for Rahner’s transcendental method
[human experience] is the very factor which causes irreconcil-
able conflicts for a theology which claims to be a theology
based on revelation.

Rahner’s analysis of experience is profound and has been
useful for many in describing the creature’s relation with the
Creator. But as long as it is thought that our self-transcending
experiences provide a point of departure for knowing the true
God, Christian theologians will always have difficulty actually
distinguishing God from their ideas about Him. For scriptural
faith the point of departure for knowing the reality of God
was and remains God’s own free self-manifestation in His
historical interventions within the realm of experience. As
we shall see, this very point is what Rahner seeks to uphold.
But in fact his method causes him to be inconsistent. While
he would insist that this historical intervention is what hap-
pened in Israel, in Christ and in the Church; his method can-
not allow him to hold consistently that the only point of de-
parture for knowing the truth about our experiences is the
Word of God revealed and active in Christ and the Spirit.
Thus, true knowledge of God for Rahner is simultaneously
ascribed to the grace of God and to our innate knowledge of
absolute being. This claim is actually indebted to the Car-
tesian method and, as we shall see, it causes logical and
theological problems for a theology that claims to be a the-
ology of revelation.

Concerning Rahner’s doctrine of God, then, we return to
the opening questions: What is it? On what is it based? Fol-
lowing Rahner’s own outline in Foundations of Christian Faith
these questions can only be answered together by tracing the
development of his own logic based upon the transcendental
experience of our ““ horizon.” Rahner’s doctrine of God begins
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from the assumption that an experience of one’s “horizon ”
is an experience of God. And this assumption dictates what
it is. Therefore, in Rahner’s thought, these two questions can-
not in fact be separated.

Rahner provides no other foundation for this assumption
than the idea that man must think and act in light of this
horizon. Instead of pointing beyond the circle of human ex-
perience to show us that he has in fact spoken about a reality
which totally transcends it, he directs us back to our experi-
ences. While Rahner knows God is totally transcendent, his
method ascribes even to the philosopher a knowledge of God
which would follow a recognition of God’s grace revealed in
Christ. So, instead of consistently holding scriptural faith
as the norm of his theological ontology, Rahner holds that
being as experienced within and without the bible is “graced.”

My suggestion is that a scripturally grounded theology be-
gins and ends in faith. It would allow God the freedom to be
the originator as well as the one who completes the process
of true knowledge. This would explain why theology has been
described as fides quaerens intellectum.* Faith in the triune
God would be a necessary prerequisite to philosophical reflec-
tion for this kind of theology. For Rahner it must be said
that, in all three pieces under consideration, the word faith
rarely appears.? And the idea that the truth of human knowl-

1 Perhaps the most renowned theologian to use this expression was Anselm.
Karl Barth’s book entitled Amnselm: Fides Quaerens Intellectum: Anselm’s
Proof of the EBxzistence of God in the Context of his Theological Scheme,
(Richmond: John Knox, 1960) displays a continued interest in this expres-
sion as it relates to theological method.

2 See, for e.g., K. Rahner, “The Concept of Mystery in Catholic Theology,”
Theological Investigations. Vol. 4. (Baltimore: Helicon, 1966) 36-73, p. 60.
This series, which now includes 20 volumes with several different publishers,
hereafter will be abbreviated 71; the publishers, where different, will be indi-
cated. Where Rahner does mention faith, the meaning of the word is defined
by his transcendental method. Thus, its biblical meaning is distorted. Since
Rahner deduces the meaning of faith from the “ primordial mystery” which
everyone always experiences (our term or whither or absolute being) he
thinks that we must understand biblical faith too as pointing to this ex-
perience and not to something outside it. This, of course, distorts the very
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edge is determined solely by the object of the Christian faith
would be unworkable in his system. In fact, Rahner’s identi-
fication of the immanent and economic trinity ® illustrates his

meaning of biblieal faith, since what defermines truth for Rahmer is our
experience of our “whither” and faith in i¢ as something that is always
present. What determines truth for Paul (whom Rahner cites here) is the
risen Lord alone. For Paul faith is true faith when it points to Him alone.
Cf., e.g., 1 Cor. 12:3.

3 Rahner, “ The Concept of Mystery,” pp. 70-71. For more on the dogmatic
problems involved in this identification see Paul D. Molnar, “ Can We Know
God Directly? Rahner’s Solution from Experience,” in Theological Studies,
vol. 46, no. 2, pp. 228-61, pp. 230ff, and 248ff.

A recent article by Leo J. O’Donovan, 8.J. “ A Journey into Time: The
Legacy of Xarl Rahner’s Last Years,” Theological Studies, vol. 46, no. 4, pp.
621-646 raises several objections to an analysis of Rahner’s method, pre-
sented in my article in T8. His basic objections rest on the assumption that
philosophy and theology indeed investigate the same object. What is demon-
strated in that article, however, is that Rahner’s dogmatic identification of
the immanent and economic trinity, his definition of transcendental revela-
tion and his theory of quasi-formal causality all compromise any true dis-
tinction between philosophy and theology in the traditional sense. All of
these terms follow from Rahner’s method and in effect claim a direct rela-
tion between Creator and creatures which I have argued is excluded by the
scriptural revelation. The author did not realize that Rahner’s theology of
the symbol, which, according to his own presuppositions, is put forward as
an instance of an application of a general prineciple of being without restrie-
tions (71 4: 226-8) actually is the very factor which forces Rahner to re-
duce the trinitarian self-revelation to an instance of the general pattern of
being necessarily expressing itself in se and ad exira. The problems with this
thinking are analyzed extemsively in that article.

O’Donovan also cites “ Numerous other inaccuracies of interpretation,” of
which he is only able to present three—all three of which are themselves
inaccurate representations of what I actually stated in the article. The
first asserts that I hold that the Trinity may be “defined.” The point of
the article clearly states that, although Rahner insists that God, in his
transcendence always escapes definition he does in fact define Him according
to the philosophical category of the nameless and in that way blurs the dis-
tinetion between the immanent trinity and “absolute being.” The second
asserts that “the idea of ‘pure nature’ has no practical significance.” The
word practical in this context clearly means what Rahner means by “ existen-
tial.” And since Rahner holds that in existential reality man never exists
without grace it is not at all inaccurate to interpret Rahner to mean that,
practically speaking, “man . . . is not . .. pure nature . . . but is mixed
up with trace elements from actual nature, and hence its state of grace, (71
4: 187, “Nature and Grace’). The third asserts “ that a symbolizandum
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synthesis of the Christian God with the idea of God drawn
from the self-transcending experience of Christians. Aecord-
ingly, what determines truth is the idea of God drawn from
the experience of man’s term, i.e., absolute being.* Rahner’s
method assumes that the Christian doctrine of the Trinity con-
firms this experience and the knowledge derived from it. In
this paper we hope to show that wherever this assumption is
at work, a scriptural theology of revelation cannot be held
consistently and a clear distinction between philosophy and
theology cannot be attained.

A. God

Rahner’s presupposition for knowing God precludes de-
pendence on the free revelation attested in scripture as I have
described it above at the outset. Since he is a being who is
“ entrusted into his own hands and always in the hands of what
is beyond his control,”® Rahner assumes man is “a being
oriented towards God.” ® Probably no one would deny that we

and its symbol are ‘identical’” If the actual quote is read in context it is
quite clear that the meaning of the word identical is the meaning Rahner
himself attaches to the word when he describes the immanent and economic
Trinity as strictly identical. It is clearly a symbolic ontological identity of
essence which is distinet from but mutually determined by its appearance.
Insofar as Rahner “identifies” the immanent and economic Trinity then it
is perfectly appropriate to speak of symbolic identity since it is his theology
of the symbol which provides the framework for understanding the nature of
this “ identity.”

+See, e.g., Rahner, “The Concept of Mystery,” p. 49 where Rahner
writes: “we begin . . . with the finite spirit’s transcendence, which is di-
rected to absolute being.” On p. 50 Rahner calls this “whither” of trans-
cendence God. On this point see also 71 11, * The Experience of God Today,”
(New York: Seabury, 1974), pp. 149-165, pp. 149-53ff,

5 K. Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction To The Idea
of Christianity. (New York: Seabury, 1978), p. 44. See also TI 4: 52 where
Rhaner writes: “The Whither of transcendence is at no one’s disposal, . . .”
TI 11, p. 151 expresses the same idea. By experiencing himself this way
man is placed into “ that mystery which reduces us to perplexity, which con-
trols us and is not controlled by us.” For more on this see Foundations of
Christian Faith, hereafter abbreviated as Foundations, p. 42.

6 Rahner, Foundations, p. 44. See also 7T 4: 49 and 71 11: 153.
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are all in some sense in the hands of what is beyond our con-
trol. But the fact that there are always things in life we can-
not control neither proves that there is a God nor that we are
oriented to this God rather than opposed to Him. By this
assumption Rahner is compelled to describe knowledge of
God as an orientation of human being according to his tran-
scendental method. The meaning of the term God, for Rahner,
is neither taken from scriptural revelation nor from dogmatics
but from “this orientation to mystery.”? This is why, for
Rahner, “ At this point theology and anthropology necessarily
become one.” * For Rahner, knowledge of God represents man’s
explication in reflection of “what is already present in his
transcendentality.” ®

7 Rahner, Foundations, p. 44. See also TI 4: 49 where Rahner writes:
“ We inquire therefore into man, as the being who is orientated to the
mystery as such, this orientation being a constitutive element of his being
both in his natural state and in his supernatural elevation.”

8 Foundations, p. 44. Rahner works out the logic of this insight in his
Christology TI 4, “On The Theology of the Incarnation,” pp. 105-20, p.
116. Rahner writes, “ And if God himself is man and remains so for ever,
if all theology is therefore eternally an anthropology ... man is forever the
articulate mystery of God.” See also TI 9, “Theology and Anthropology,”
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1972), pp. 28-45, p. 28 where Rahner writes,
“anthropology and Christology mutually determine each other within Chris-
tian dogmatics if they are both correctly understood.”

9 Foundations, p. 44. As usual the same idea is repeated in all of Rahner’s
pieces. See e.g., TI 4: 50 where Rahner writes: “All conceptual expres-
sions about God, necessary though they are, always stem from the unobjec-
tivated experience of transcendence as such: the concept from the pre-concep-
tion, the name from the experience of the nameless.” On this point see alsc
TI 4: 57. See also 71 11: 149 where Rahner writes: “The so-called proofs
of God’s existence . . . are possible . . . only as the outcome of an a pos-
teriori process of reasoning as the comceptual objectifications of what we
call the experience of God, which provides the basis and origin of this process
of reasoning.” Thus, for Rahner the task is to “reflect upon an experience
which is present in every man . . .” (I7 11: 150-51). Since this is so
theology means “we can only point to this experience, seek to draw an-
other’s attention to it in such a way that he discovers within himself that
which we only find if, and to the extent that we already possess it.” (7T
11: 154). See also Foundations, p. 21 where Rahner writes: “ The knowledge
of God is always present unthematically and without name, and not just
when we begin to speak of it. All talk about it, which necessarily goes on,
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Now, if God is free in the scriptural sense described above,
Rahner’s claim that knowledge of God is always present in
man’s striving for “ being as such ”*° illustrate the problem
of harmonizing reason and revelation according to his method.
According to such presuppositions man’s very nature forces
him to continually transcend his present experience toward
something beyond. While there is no reason to doubt this
experience, any claim that this is true knowledge of God com-
promises the freedom of the Christian God; for this God is
especially free in relation to such necessary strivings. We hope
to show a real conflict between reason and revelation here
which is solved only by revelation.**

Rahner begins analyzing the term God by analyzing man’s
experience of himself, and concludes: “The mere fact that
this word exists is worth thinking about.”** What does the
word mean? “The present form of the word reflects what
the word refers to: the ‘ ineffable one,” the ‘ nameless one > who
does not enter into the world we can name as part of it . . . it
expresses the whole in its unity and totality . . . It means that
which really is wordless.” ** Thus, Rahner writes *“ the word
¢ God > which no longer refers by itself to a definite, individual
experience, has assumed the right form to be able to speak
to us of God.”**

For Rahner, the term God signifies the “single whole of
reality ” and “the single whole” of man’s existence.”* And
this is a significant insight. For it leads Rahner to conclude that
“If the word ‘ God’ really did not exist, then neither would

always only points to this transcendental experience as such, an experience

in which he whom we call ‘God’ encounters man . . . as the term of his
transcendence . . .” For Rahner’s explanation of his method see Foundations,
Pp. 24-39.

10 Poundations, p. 35.

11 See text, infra, passim.

12 Foundations, p. 45.

13 Poundations, p. 46. For the same idea see esp. TI 4, pp. 50-51ff. and T7
11: 157, 160.

14 Foundations, p. 46.

16 Foundations, pp. 47-48.
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those two things exist any more for man, the single whole of
reality as such and the single whole of human existence in the
mutual interpretation of both aspects.” *®

The word God “ asks about reality as a whole and in its
original ground.”** Rahner does not rigorously distinguish
between the reality of God and the word God. The fact that
the word exists gives it a reality all its own. “ This word exists,
it belongs in a special and unique way to our world of language
and thus to our world. It is itself a reality, and indeed one
that we cannot avoid.” ** Indeed “ We should not think that,
because the phonetic sound of the word ‘ God’ is always de-
pendent on us, therefore the word ‘ God’ is also our creation.
Rather it creates us because it makes us men.” ** What cre-
ates us and makes us men? Apparently it is the synthetic
word-reality which is “ the totality of the world and of our-
selves.” ** “ This real word confronts us with ourselves and
with reality as a whole, at least as a question. This word exists.
It is in our history and makes our history. It is a word.” *
Rahner continues, “ It is our opening to the incomprehensible
mystery . . . it is itself the final word before wordless and
worshipful silence in the face of the ineffable mystery.” #

B. Knowledge of God

For Rahner, then, knowledge of God is really inseparable
from one’s transcendental experience of the world. It is a
posteriort in the sense that it “is an a posteriori knowledge

16 Poundations, pp. 47-48.

17 Foundations, p. 49. Because Rahner believes this he identifies ontology
with natural theology and natural knowledge of * absolute being” with
knowledge of God, TI 4: 52. For more on this point see 77 1: 79-148,
“Theos in the New Testament,” esp. pp. 81-83 and 133. Compare Rahner,
Hearers of the Word, (New York: Herder & Herder, 1969), hereafter ab-
breviated as HW, pp. 8ff. and pp. 53-68.

18 Foundations, p. 50 and T7 11: 160.

19 Foundations, p. 50. How or why a word can create us is not explained.

20 Foundations, p. 50.

21 Foundations, p. 51.

22 Foundations, p. 51 and 71 11: 160.
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from the world.” *® This is what Rahner describes elsewhere
as categorical knowledge of revelation.*

On this view “ man’s basic and original orientation towards
absolute mystery,” constitutes an experience of God.?*® And
this experience is a ““ permanent existential of man as a spiritual
subject.” ** Any conceptual proof for God is therefore simply
a reflection on this “ orientation towards mystery.” * What
proves the existence of God here is the fact “that speaking
of God is the reflection which points to a more original, un-
thematic and unreflexive knowledge of God.” 2®

23 FPoundations, p. 52.

2¢ See Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger, Revelation end Tradition.
Quaestiones Disputatae, 17. Tr. W. J. O'Hara (New York: Herder &
Herder, 1966), pp. 13-21. For a similar idea see also HW, pp. 114-15. See
also below, pp. B4-B7 and Foundations, pp. 153,

25 Foundations, p. 52 and TI 4: 42ff,, 40ff, and TI 11: 155-56. Rahner ap-
peals to the Vorgriff (prior apprehension) as the factor which guarantees
this (p. 155). On this point see also HW, pp. 53-68, esp. p. 59. See also
pp. 66-67. Cf. also K. Rahner, Spirit in the World, Tr. William Dyeh, 8.J.
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1968), hereafter abbreviated as SW, pp. 142-
44 and 1561,

26 Foundations, p. 52 and T1 4: 49ff.

27 Foundations, p. 52 and T'T 11: 152ff.

28 Poundations, p. 52. Of course Rahner thinks this way because, in addi-
tion to categorical revelation, he presumes the existence of what he calls
transcendental revelation, Revelation end Tradition, pp. 13-21. Transcendent-
al revelation refers to man’s direct experience of the ontology of God himself
via the incarnation and grace. For Rahner it is God’s quasi-formal self-
communication to man which accounts for man’s “‘entitative’ divinization,”
i.e., “a transcendental divinization of the fundamental subjective attitude,
the ultimate horizon of man’s knowledge and freedom, in the perspective of
which he accomplishes his life” (Revelation and Tradition, p. 16). This,
for Rahner, is man’s grace given supernatural existential. Thus, for Rahner,
the wisio beatifice is the direct apprehension of God, given by God
himself. In reality it is the object of man’s initial dynamism of
spirit which recognizes being in general (TI 4: 60-61). Thus, Rahner de-
scribes grace as “an inner, objectless though conscious dynamism directed
to the beatific vision” (TI 4: 61). And this insight leads directly to Rahner’s
explanation of the Creator/creature relationship in terms of a quasi-formal
alteration in the knowing subject. See e.g. TI 4: 65-67ff. and p. 54, and
61 and also 77 1: 319-346 “Some Implications of the Scholastic Concept
of Uncreated Grace,” pp. 328-31. See also Foundations, pp. 118ff. and Chapter
5 where Rahner works out the logic of this theory of quasi-formal causality
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Rahner insists that knowledge of God does not mean knowl-
edge of something new coming from without but that “ We
are oriented towards God.”** And because “This original
experience is always present” everyone already knows God
as he or she knows himself or herself.** “This unthematic
and ever-present experience, this knowledge of God which we
always have . . . is the permanent ground from out of which
that thematic knowledge of God emerges . . . in philosophical

and the change in the structure of the creature, esp. at p. 149. See also
Paul D. Molnar, Theological Studies, pp. 240ff. It is Rahner’s quasi-formal
explanation of the Creator/creature relationship that goes beyond the tradi-
tional distinction between nature and grace and ascribes true knowledge of
God directly to man in his self-knowledge. That is why Rahner feels fres
to describe God’s grace as a conscious dynamism of the creature whereas in
fact, if one were to distinguish clearly nature and grace, ome could never
describe any creaturely activity as anything more than a creaturely activity.

Leo O’Donovan, S.J., Theological Studies, p. 625 misses this point by as-
suming that Rahner’s quasi-formal explanation of the operation of God’s
redemptive grace preserves this distinction, p. 626. It does not in fact even
recognize it. Of course the real problem here which the author does not ad-
dress is whether one can describe creation after the Fall as intrinsically open
to God at all without becoming Pelagian in one’s doctrine of God.

29 Foundations, p. 53, TI 4: 54, 61, 65-67ff., and TI 11: 156.

30 Foundations, p. 53. See also TI 11: 155, 161. This is why, for Rahner
revelation has its existence in man’s consciousness and is indeed subject to
the structures of the knowing subject. “ It [revelation] has its existence in
man’s own conscious thought and hence is subject to the e priori structure
of human knowledge ” (11: 91, “ Reflections on Methodology in Theology ).
And this leads directly to the idea that knowing ourselves means knowledge
of God. See TI 11: 154 and TI 13: 122-32, “ Experience of Self and Experi-
ence of God,” pp. 124-5ff. For Rahmner “experience of God constitutes the
enabling condition of, and an intrinsic element in the experience of self . ..”
Therefore “ The experience of self is the condition which makes it possible
to experience God ” (p. 125). It is Rahner’s concept of the luminosity of
being which allows him to think this way. (See HW, pp. 39 and 43 and TT
4: 49. For Rahner there is an original unity between knowing and being.)
See e.g. Foundations, pp. 149ff. for more on this idea of Juminosity.
Rahner writes of Revelation that it is “a modification of our transcendental
consciousness produced permanently by God in grace. But such a modifica-
tion is really an original and permanent element in our consciousness as the
basic and original luminosity of our existence. And as an element in our
transcendentality . . . it is already revelation in the proper sense” (p. 149).
See also Foundations, p. 132 for more on this,
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reflection . . . we are only making explicit for ourselves what
we already know implicitly about ourselves in the depths
of our personal self-realization.”® At this crucial stage in the
development of Rahner’s doctrine of God it is clear that while
Rahner believes God is free, his method of synthesizing natural
and revealed theclogy causes him to believe that any proof
of God’s existence stems from an experience of ourselves, This
methodological assumption compromises God’s independence
in relation to human experience and reflection. Thus, “ The
meaning of all explicit knowledge of God in religion and in
metaphysics . . . can really be understood only when all the
words we use there point to the unthematic experience of our
orientation towards the ineffable mystery.” ** According to
his method this is the foundation for the doctrine of God.
Everyone has an experience of an horizon that cannot be con-
trolled which Rahner calls an experience of the reality of the
transcendent God. Thus, when one 1s oriented towards what
philosophy recognizes as mystery or absolute being it can
legitimately be assumed that one is speaking about the scrip-
tural God. Eventually Rahner claims that this “being > is
identical with the immanent Trinity.*

31 Foundations, p. 43, emphasis mine. Also, pp. 21ff. and T 11: 154-55.

32 Poundations, p. 53. Emphasis mine. This same idea is expressed in
TI 4 using the category of the ¢ whither,” pp. 50ff. and again in 77 11: 149
and 150. For example Rahner writes: “But surely both together, the initial
experience and the subsequent reflection, make it justifiable to speak of the
‘experience of God today’ . . .” (p. 150, emphasis mine). Cf. also 7T 11:
159 where Rahner writes: “ What is meant by God is to be understood on
the basis of this experience . . .’ (emphasis mine).  This experience is
no mere mood, no matter of mere feeling and poetry carrying no conviction
. . . For it is present irremovably, however unacknowledged and unreflected
upon it may be, in every exercise of the spiritual faculties even at the most
rational level in virtue of the fact that every such exercise draws its life
from the prior apprehension [Vorgriff] of the all-transcending whole which is
the mystery, one and nameless. It is possible to suppress this experience, but
it remains . . .” (11: 159). Please Note: All that Rahner has offered here as
proof for God as an independent entity confronting us, is our ewperience of
ourselves in relation to our innate apprehension of an all-transcending whole.

83TI 4: 71-2. Why? Because ““The three mysteries, the Trinity and its
two processions and the two seli-communications of God ed extre in a real
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According to this description we do not have to wait upon
God to reveal Himself at particular historical moments be-
cause it is assumed that this orientation to “ mystery,” which
orientation and mystery can be adequately described by the
metaphysician, and therefore what “ we call God ” * s truly
the totally other, the God of Christianity.

Now, how can Rahner say that God is truly transcendent
and free and that both philosophers and theologians know
Him in this way? In other words, the obvious question here
is: i God is really transcendent (in the scriptural sense),
then why does He not transcend this orientation, experience
and definition as well? While Rahner would say it is this
seriptural God we know, his very method renders such a God
totally unknowable.®® Indeed Rahner’s presupposition is that

formal causality corresponding to the two processions, are not ‘intermediate
mysteries.” They are not something provisional and deficient in the line of
mystery which comes befween the perspicuous truths of our natural knowl-
edge and the absolute mystery of God, in so far as he remains incomprehen-
sible even in the beatific vision. Nor are they as it were mysteries of the
beyond . . . behind the God who is for us the holy mystery.” Obviously this
is all true for Rahner because he really believes that what natural theology
calls God and what Christians call God are one and the same thing. This,
because of the luminosity of being. In faet, of course, the only way this
could be true is if God were not free but subject to the a priori structures of
the knowing subject. See also, T1 4: 228.

3¢ Foundations, p. 54.

36 Cf. 77 11: 159. Our Vorgriff would not innately correspond with it.
See text infra. See also SW where Rahner maintaing that if God is an
“absolutely ‘unknown,” something ‘coming from without’ in every respect,
[hel is not knowable at all to a human subject according to Thomistic prin-
ciples ” (p. 182). Such a God would not be subject to the a priori structures
of the human mind since there would in fact be no original unity between
knower and known. This insight would destroy Rahner’s concept of luminos-
ity as applied to God. Rahner could not hold his important insight that man
is (via the species impressa) entitatively assimilated to God (TI 1: 327-8).
His entire theory of quasi-formal causality is based on this insight. Rahner
cannot actually maintain a real distinction between philosophy and theology
because of this. So in his philosophy of religion he maintains that man can-
not prejudge whether revelation has occurred (HW, pp. 173-4). This view
apparently maintains the freedom of God’s revelation as unmerited and in-
calculable grace. But how do we know of this grace? Because we must reckon
with God’s silence. And here is Rahner’s problem. There cannot possibly be
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no reality at all, including God, transcends the limit of ex-
perience accessible to the metaphysician. Such a reality, says
Rahner, could never be known.*® Thus, being in general is
the limit of Rahner’s doctrine of God. God’s being cannot
transcend this. And of this “ being ” man always does have a
“ prior apprehension” (Vorgriff) against which he interprets
his experiences.

So while Rahner the theologian insists that God is free,
Rahner the philosopher assumes that the true source of our
knowledge of God is— the transcendental experience of our
orientation towards the absolute mystery.” ** In fact, because
experience of orientation is the determinant here, Rahner’s
approach cannot conceive God actually existing apart from
human experience: “we can speak of God and the experience
of God . . . only together.” ** Thus, “ a radical distinction be-
tween a statement about ‘ God in himself > and  God for us’
is not even legitimate.” *® Identifying the immanent and eco-

a real divine silence on this view since Rahner has already presupposed that
hig philosophy of religion, by which he knows this silence, is a “ condition
that is itself created by God’s speaking” (HW, p. 174). And the fact that
this is not a real possibility for God is confirmed by Rahner’s belief that if
God did not speak, man by nature could hear at least his silence (HW, pp.
16, 172, 175). This confusion of course invalidates any real distinction be-
tween what philosophy discovers as revelation and what the Christian be-
lieves is God’s free revelation.

36 Foundations, p. 67. Being in general is the limit of all knowledge for
Rahner. Rahner writes: “Our proposition about the comprehensibility of
being in itself did indeed arise from the fact that in the first question about
being every possible object of cognition is already anticipated under the
aspect of being in general. There can, therefore, be no existent thing that
does not automatically and objectively fit into the context of being in general.
For this very reason every thing is comprehensible ” (HW, p. 96). The same
ideas are expressed in Foundations, pp. 24ff.

37 Foundations, p. 54 and T1 11: 159-60fF.

38 Foundations, p. 54. Also TI 11: 159 and TTI 4: 50-1. This follows from
his belief that being and knowing form an original unity, thus, “ The ques-
tion as to the ultimate cause of the possibility of subsisting-in-oneself is thus
identical with the ultimate cause...” (HW, p. 57).

39 Foundations, pp. 54-5. This is why Rahner has to insist on the identi-
fication of the immanent and economic Trinity—717 4: 79-2. On any other view
we would have a merely formal reconciliation of natural and revealed theology,
ie., of “ one and three” (TI4:71).
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nomic Trinity is necessary for Rahner because he cannot con-
ceive of the permanence of the humanity of Christ in any other
way, and because our “ experience of the incarnation and
grace ” ** make it impossible that the being of God which man
knows by reflecting upon himself be different from the being
of God revealed.

Because the starting point for knowledge of God is our ex-
perience of “mystery,” * Rahner describes a “ more original
unity ”** among 1) natural theology, 2) revealed theology
and 8) knowledge of God attained from “ experience of exist-
ence,” perhaps from mystical experience or visions.** This
derives from historical experience itself. And knowledge of
it “contains elements which subsequent theological reflection
will appeal to as elements of grace and revelation.” ** More-
over, “ Everything which we say here about knowledge of God

. . refers to a more original experience.” ** Rahner says this
is not “natural philosophical knowledge of God” though in
part it 1s.*® His point is that this experience of mystery (God)
is what he will appeal to as the validation of his doctrine of

God.¥

1. Revelation—Grace

To the extent that Rahner includes grace and revelation as
“elements ” in our experience it is impossible to distinguish
clearly between philosophy and theclogy, reason and revela-
tion, and ultimately between nature and grace. Thus, for
Rahner, “There is no knowledge of God which is purely
natural.”  And grace is not defined only as the free charis

40 T 4: 68 and 72,

41 Cf. also 7T 11: 155:

42 Poundations, p. 56,

43 Poundations, p. 55.

44 Foundations, p. 56. Emphasis mine.

45 Foundations, p. 56.

46 Foundations, p. 56.

47 Cf. also T1 4: 53-4.

48 Poundations, p. 57. Obviously this is true for Rahmer because “grace
pervades the essence of man from his very roots with divine influence, and
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of God revealed in Jesus,*® but also as our orientation towards
“the immediacy of God.”*® This means nothing other than

thereby gives him the possibility of acting positively for his own salvation,
and so implants in him a free and active tendency towards his own consumma-
tion” (71 10: 273-289, “ Immanent and Transcendent Consummation of the
World,” p. 280). It is precisely because the creature is endowed with this
modality that “ the difference between ‘inner and outer’ breaks down at this
point. The orientation towards the self-bestowal of God as most radically
different from the creature is the innermost element of all in it . . .” (TI
10: 281). Thus, for Rahner’s descriptions of experience, “it is no great loss
if the analysis of man as potentia oboedientialis is not a ‘chemically pure’
presentation of pure nature but is mixed up with trace elements from actual
nature, and hence from its state of grace” (TI 4: 165-188, “ Nature and
Grace,” p. 187; also TI 9: 28ffi.). See also Foundations, Chap. 4. Because
Rahner maintains that nothing but this “holy mystery” by which man al-
ways lives “even where he is not conscious of it” (77 4: 54) is the true
God [“He would not be God if he ceased to be this holy mystery” (TT 4:
54, emphasis mine)] Rahner concludes that “ Grace and the beatific vision
can only be understood as the possibility and the reality respectively of the
immediate presence of the holy mystery as such” (T1 4: 55). “Grace ...
makes God accessible in the form of the holy mystery and presents him
thus as the incomprehensible” (TI 4: 56). Thus, for Rahner, even God’s
grace cannot be different from the “absolute being ” we all know and experi-
ence and define as God based upon our self-experience. Grace and glory for
Rahner manifestly mean that we cannot control the horizon of our own
existence. And this may be so. But this uncontrollability hardly means we
have seen or recognized grace as an act of a God existing independently of
this experience. From all this Rahner concludes that knowledge of God
“has always been familiar to us” and indeed is “self-evident ” (TI 4: 57;
also 11: 161). Furthermore “ Mystery is already there with the very essence
of the natural and supernaturally elevated being of man” (TI 4: 59).
It is clear that, having insisted that the being of God conform to what
natural theology discovers as God on the basis of experience, Rahner musi
insist that grace, i.e., knowledge of God revealed, is present all along “ with
the very essence of the natural . . . being of man.” Thus, there is no real
distinction between nature and grace at this point. Indeed Rahner finally
concludes that grace is “an inner, objectless though conscious dynamism
directed to the beatific vision” (71 4: 61). And the beatific vision i3 just a
term that Rahner applies to the highest possible description of an immediate
experience of God.

49 Cf. BEx. 33: 19, Mt. 10: 8, Rom. 11: 5f, Eph. 1: 5f. Grace is the
incomprehensible free gift of God’s turning to the creature which we cannot
merit., It implies forgiveness of sin. See also Ex. 34: 9, Rom. 5:20 and
Ps. 103: 8f.

50 Foundations, p. 57.
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our “orientation towards absolute mystery.” ** “ We call this
orientation grace and it is an inescapable existential of man’s
whole being.” 2

This clear synthesis of nature and grace is no mere accident
of Rahner’s thought. It is the unavoidable consequence of his
method. At one and the same time he believes he can know
the scriptural God, revelation and grace and also deduce their
meaning from the experience of “ not being at one’s disposal.” **
This he assumes is an experience of “ mystery ” which he terms
the experience of God.”* So he thinks that when we experience
our inability to control all this we are actually experiencing
God.”® “The transcendence in which God is already known . . .
may not be understood as an active mastering . . . of God
himself . . . By its very nature subjectivity is always a tran-
scendence which listens, which does not control.” °®

Rahner then makes his distinction between nature and grace
identical with the distinction between our finiteness (being
grounded in mystery) and the experience that this is not at
one’s disposal. This is described as the ““ unity between tran-
scendence and its term.” %" The term or goal of this orienta-
tion or transcendence Rahner calls God.”® It could have “a

51 Foundations, p. 52 and TT 4: 61ff,

52 Foundations, p. 57, emphasis mine, and also pp. 25 and 34.

53 Foundations, pp. 57-59, 43 and 75-76. See also T1 1: 156. See also TI
4: 51 where Rahner writes: “The whither of transcendence is at no one’s
disposal,” and 7T 4: 53 where he writes: “ For the Whither . . . the name-
less being which is at the disposal of none and disposes of all . . . we can
call “ holy’ in the strict and original sense.”

5¢ 7T 4: 54. “If man himself is therefore to be understood as the being
of the holy mystery, it also follows that God is present to man as the holy
mystery.”

55 TT 11: 156, 160 et al.

56 Foundations, p. 58. This would have been a strange insight especially
for the Johannine community or for Paul to accept.

57 Foundations, p. 58. Note that this is an exact rendering of the ontologi-
cal principle of luminosity as Rahner has understood this.

58 Foundations, pp. 59-60. TI 4: 62. See also T7 11: 153 and 156. Rahner
writes: “God is present as the asymptotic goal, hidden in itself of the ex-
perience of the limitless dynamic force inherent in the spirit endowed with
knowledge and freedom ™ (p. 153). See also 77 13: 123.
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thousand other names.”*® Tt could be “‘absolute being’ or
‘ being in an absolute sense ’” or the “ ‘ ground of being > which
establishes everything in original unity.” *® Rahner calls it
“the holy mystery.” ® His ultimate goal is to show that the
term or source of our transcendence is “ identical with the word
‘God’ ... We must first describe the experience and the term
together before what is experienced can be called God.” %
From this series of presuppositions it is perfectly logical for
Rahner to conclude that God is experienced whenever we ex-
perience our term, horizon or the nameless and indefinable.
Rahner contends that because the horizon (the term of tran-
scendence) is infinite, it is not only not at our disposal, but
it cannot be given a name.*® In this way Rahner attempts to
preserve God’s freedom and transcendence.

There is, however, a very serious and frequently overlooked
problem with this position. If it were truly impossible to
name this term—if it [the term] were truly transcendent and
free—then it actually could not be conceptualized. Rahner,
however, does name this term of experience the “ nameless.”
It should be noted quite clearly that the idea of the “name-
less ” serves a very definite function in his thought from the
very beginning. It is our experience of our horizon which is
the basis, foundation and norm of knowing God. Thus, this
term is not really unnameable. It is quite able to be categorized
—but as that in human experience which is not at our disposal.

This is an extremely significant point. Because Rahner con-
ceives Creator and creatures under the dialectically necessary
umbrella of an original unity between knower and known

59 Poundations, p. 60. It really makes little difference to Rahner what we
name him since the term God refers to an experience on the basis of which
that which we all experience (the term) is what “we call God” (71 11:
159.). See also n. 127 below.

80 Foundations, p. 60.

61 Foundations, p. 60, TI 4. 53.

62 Foundations, p. 61.

63 TT 4: 37, 42, 53, 60. “The name God is the nameless infinity ” (TI 4:
60). Also 11: 159. God, for Rahner, is “the all-transcending whole which is
the mystery, one and nameless” (77 11: 160).
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(horizon, term, nameless, mystery), his presuppositions do
not permit a God who is free in the scriptural sense described
above. So when he describes what is wrong with pantheism
and dualism in a Christian doctrine of God he is unable to
escape the pantheist dilemma. Against dualism Rahner writes,

The difference between God and the world is of such a nature
that God establishes and is the difference of the world from him-
self, and for this reason he establishes the closest unity precisely in
the differentiation. For if the difference itself comes from God,
and, if we can put it this way, is itself identical with God, then
the difference between God and the world is to be understood quite
differently than the difference between categorical realities . . . God
to be sure is different from the world. But he is different in the
way in which this difference is experienced in our original, tran-
scendental experience. In this experience this peculiar and unique
difference is erperienced in such a way that the whole of reality
is borne by this term and this source and is intelligible only within
it. Consequently, it is precisely the difference which establishes
the ultimate unity between God and the world . . &

If God alone establishes and maintains the world in exist-
ence then the difference between God and creatures must be
grounded in God alone. But then it could not be said that
“ God is the difference of the world from himself,” since, as
other, He alone establishes and maintains the world in its
difference without ceasing to be God. Then, Rahner would
have to admit, however, that we truly cannot experience our
radical dependence on a transcendent other simply by ex-
periencing our horizon since we are identical with our horizon
and not with God. Thus, to experience our distinction and
union with our term may be necessary. But it is not neces-
sarily an experience of God. In fact, according to the scriptural
view, nothing in creation is identical with God. And so, in a
Christian doctrine of God where the method was dictated by
this fact, one would have to acknowledge a continuing differ-
ence of essence between Creator and creatures. This would
mean that faith in the Creator would be necessary to perceive

¢¢ Foundations, pp. 62-3.
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and to maintain a clear and sharp distinction here without
falling into pantheism or dualism. Rahner makes many dis-
tinctions since he knows that the Christian God is free, but
he makes no such distinction and cannot because, according
to his method he assumes that God and man are already one
in intellectu. Thus, while Rahner insists that God is free to
be silent, his method causes him to describe a God who is not
really free to reveal himself or not.** Indeed, for Rahner, ¢ God
is the most radical, the most original, and in a certain sense
the most self-evident reality.”

The important point here is that Rahner’s definition of
mystery is an ontological definition of man’s relation with his
horizon, which horizon is necessary as the condition of con-
ceiving or experiencing anything.*” This term is mystery
because, logically enough, it is “ nameless” and “ not at our
disposal ”.** This term or mystery cannot be defined, even

65 See also TI 6: 71-81, “ Philosophy and Theology,” p. 756. Rahner writes
that Revelation “ presupposes as a condition of its own possibility the ome
to whom this revelation remains unowed.” Also HW, p. 168. Rahner writes:
“there would be no word of God were there no one who was at least in-
trinsically capable of hearing it.” See also HW, p. 92 where Rahner writes:
“In virtue of his nature as spirit, man constantly and essentially hears a
revelation from God.” Since, for Rahner, revelation occurs as a trans-
cendental necessity of man’s spirit which includes grace Rahner even writes:
“revelation occurs of necessity,” (HW, p. 93; see also HW, pp. 20, 94-6
and 147ff. See also Foundations, p. 172.

66 Foundations, p. 63 and TI 4: 57. See text, infra.

67 For more on this see HW pp. 66-7 where Rahner writes: “ A revelation
from God is thus possible only if the subject to whom it is supposed to be
addressed in himself presents an e priort horizon against which such a
possible revelation can begin to present itself in the first place.” Thus, for
Rahner, “God does not for his part initiate the relationship; he is already
implicit in the openness of this relationship . . .” (HW, p. 66, no. 9). This,
of course, is why Rahner maintains that man by nature can come to terms
with revelation and can perceive it (T7 1: 83). This, because the whole of
nature has always been “imbedded” in a supernatural context (TI 1: 81).
Obviously that is why, for Rahner, natural knowledge of God and theological
knowledge based on revelation cannot contradict each other.

68 Foundations, pp. 64-5. Obviously Rahner did not just invent this idea.
He got this from the fact that “ man experiences himself as being at the
disposal of other things, a disposal over which he has no control,” Founda-
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by the Vorgriff Rahner insists. But the conflict which I have
tried to illustrate here is that he has already defined it con-
ceptually by the terms nameless, horizon, condition of the
possibility, absolute being and holy mystery. This inconsist-
ency is traceable to Rahner’s starting point for his doctrine
of God as noted above: one’s unthematic experience of the
absolute. He is unwilling to begin his transcendental method
solely by acknowledging the mnormativity of the scriptural
revelation. Instead, Rahner insists that this term is not only
a mystery which can be described philosophically; but it is a
“holy ” mystery which we must worship.®® And this synthesis
of the object of philosophy and of theology represents the
conflict of his method once again. It becomes even clearer
when Rahner’s thought is compared with Kant.

2. Rahner and Kant

Rahner neither wishes to ignore Kant’s critiques of pure and
practical reason nor does he wish to leave us purely on the
level of ideas. So, he insists that all of this is not just some-
thing going on in the mind of man because if this were true
then we “would lose all connection with the original experi-
ence.” " Does this assertion really overcome Kant and actually
refer us to God (a true transcendent other independent of us) ?
Does this assertion point to anything beyond a regulative idea
drawn from practical reason (man’s experience of self-tran-

tions, p. 42. Now this experience can hardly be disputed. But as a proof for
the reality of God who transcends such an ewperience it presupposes what
is not proven and is thus inadequate. This inadequacy follows from Rahner’s
method. He thinks he has discovered the being of God by examining man’s
term. Thus, he writes: “there is and can be only one proof: in the whole
questionable nature of man seen as a totality ... > T7 9: 127-44, ¢ Observa-
tions on the Doctrine of God,” p. 140. See also 71 11: 149.

69 Foundations, p. 66. See also TT 4: 61 and 67. On p. 67 Rahner writes:
“We can therefore affirm at once with certainty that the two mysteries of
incarnation and grace are simply the mysteriously radical form of the
mystery which we have shown to be the primordial one, from the point of
view of philosophy of religion and also of theology: God as the holy and
abiding mystery . ..”

70 Foundations, p. 67 and 77 11: 159-60,
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scendence) ? T do not see how these questions are answered
by this assertion. In faithfulness to his method Rahner assumes
that the universality of the experience proves that it cannot
be just an idea. “ For this term is what opens up and makes
possible the process of transcendence. Transcendence is borne
by this term, and this term is not its creation.” ™ Yet, on the
crucial question of what proves that this idea of a term deter-
mining the validity of our experiences, actually corresponds
with a real and true “being,” a Ding an sich, Rahner passes
over the question and assumes that because we cannot describe
our experience without this idea of a term or horizon—it must
be real.

So, while Kant asked metaphysicians to prove this connec-
tion between idea and reality, Rahner simply assumes it and
by making that assumption he never really answers him. Thus,
Rahner concludes: “The affirmation of the reality of the ab-
solute mystery is grounded for us, who are finite spirits, in the
necessity with which the actualization of transcendence as our
own act is giwen for us.” ™ Because the foundation for and
validation of knowledge of God is a “ self-validating ” experi-
ence of one’s horizon, Rahner, once again, does not concep-
tualize any independent freedom for God. “The basic and
original knowledge of what being’ is comes from this act of

71 Poundations, p. 67 and 7T 11: 160.

72 Foundations, p. 67. Emphasis mine. The foundation for all of this in
Rahner’s thought is what was described above as the luminosity of being.
Because Rahner assumes an original unity of the knowable and its cogni-
tion (HW, pp. 40-1) he argues that they “must derive from a single origin”
(p. 41). Thus, the problem of objectivity for Rahner is solved by his assump-
tion of this original unity between subject and objeet which necessarily must
be deduced from the knowing subject. It is precisely on the basis of this in-
sight that Rahner develops his notion of the pre-concept (Vorgriff) (HW,
pp. 53-68) as part of man’s subsisting-in-himself which is self-validating.
Rahner assumes it is self-validating because of his assumption of the original
unity between knower and known. So for Rahner our experiences are self-
validating. And if you don’t have one you simply cannot know what he is
talking about, according to him. He writes: “ We must experience here what
mystery is, or we shall never understand its true and perfect semse” (TI 4:
53).
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transcendence, and it is not derived from an individual existent
which we know. Something real can encounter us only in
knowledge, and to state that there is something real which is
a priori and in principle inaccessible to knowledge is a self-
contradictory statement.””® And according to his method
that must be so. But the only way this can be true is if man
possesses innately knowledge of every possible reality. Yet
this possession is just what Kant called into question. If God
is not an individual existent which we can know, then there
is no real knowledge of God in his uniqueness and otherness
as one who loves. And indeed if he is not an eaistent which
truly is tnaccessible to human insight, then he is not a real
transcendent other at all; since he is accessible necessarily and
always as we must affirm him as the term of all our transcen-
dental acts.

It should be stressed that by assuming that knowledge of
God is a universal experience of man as he is. Rahner has
precluded any real transcendence or freedom for God inde-
pendent of what human experience ascribes to him. Thus,
while it is clear that Rahner has profoundly indicated that
we cannot leave the sphere of experience and reflection to
know the transcendent God, he has not shown that knowl-
edge of God is a free human response of faith to God’s con-
frontation of His creatures in Christ and the Spirit as expressed
in scripture. Rather, “ In the act of transcendence the reality
of the term is necessarily affirmed because in this very act and
only in it do we experience what reality is.” ™ Here is the
crux of the matter. It is here that the creature either needs
God, grace, revelation and faith or has them as part of his
ontology; in which case theology will never escape the appear-
ance of redefining God, revelation, grace and faith as elements
which can be seen and described without the need to choose
between a strict philosophical and theological method.

78 Poundations, p. 67 and TI 11: 150. On p. 160 of TI 11 Rahmer insists
that this kind of God does not exist today.
7¢ Foundations, p. 68. Emphasis mine. Ci. also 77 11: 155-6, 159.



RAHNER’S EXPLANATION FROM REVELATION 597

3. Pantheism

The hallmark compromise of the divine freedom implied by
the creatio ex nihilo is the fact of mutual conditioning which
determines Rahner’s thought in significant ways. For Rahner
there can be no God without man as there can be no man with-
out God. This is because Rahner identifies knowledge of God
with the necessity of affirming our horizon. Again, Rahner
would certainly insist that God is free precisely because He is
nameless. But the question I have raised here is whether the
term of our experience which Rahner has described truly is
nameless. For if it were, God would then be inaccessible to
human insight. We would not be able to know him by experi-
encing ourselves. As I have suggested above, however, Rahner’s
method begins precisely by naming the nameless because he
assumes there is an original unity between knower (man) and
known (God). “We have discussed both the holy mystery,
which exists absolutely and which we call by the familiar name
‘God,” and our transcendence to this holy mystery together. In
the original unity of this transcendental experience, the two
are mutually dependent on each other for their intelligibil-
ity.” " And indeed they are. But what has Rahner described
here? According to his own presuppositions he has described
man’s original experience of his unity with the one and all of
created being. We do not have to believe in the God of scrip-
tural revelation to deseribe this mutually dependent relation.

75 Foundations, p. 68. For an example of Rahner’s statement regarding
proofs for the existence of God see Foundations, p. 69 where he writes: “ That
which does the grounding is itself grounded, as it were, and what is present
in gilence and without a name is itself given a name.” Because Rahner thinks
this way he actually maintains that “ God confers on man the power to make
a genuine answer to his Word, and so makes his own further Word depend-
ent upon the way in which man does in fact freely answer” (77 1: 111).
This follows again from his assumption that “In any act of cognition it is
not only the object known but also the knowing subject that is involved”
(7T 11: 87). Indeed “It [knowledge] is dependent not only upon the object,
but also upon the essential structure of the knowing subject . . . they
mutually condition one another” (p. 87, emphasis mine). See also TI 4: 49
and HW, 39-41, 43.
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Thus, this description of God does not result from faith seek-
ing understanding. In order to describe the Christian God
there would have to be a clear statement that His particular
freedom precludes the idea that He can be described in revela-
tion and grace as mutually dependent in this way. Faith in the
Creator means knowledge of one who freely acts for us. This
implies that He is dependent on no one and nothing to be and
to be our God ad extra.

Rahner’s identifying knowledge of God with the necessity
of affirming one’s horizon then prevents him from speaking of
God as an individual existent confronting man at specific points
in history. And yet it seems to me that this is exactly the
kind of act which scripture envisioned when it referred to God’s
grace and revelation. Whereas in scripture God is the Lord
of Israel and the one who is revealed in the events of the cross
and resurrection, for Rahner He is the “ inconceivable and in-
comprehensible single fullness of reality. This fullness in its
original unity is at once the condition of the possibility both
for knowledge and for the individual thing known objec-
tively.” " Thus, the proofs for the existence of God express
this experience of union and distinction between oneself and
the ground of this experience, i.e., the term (horizon).” The
metaphysical principle of causality itself comes from the same
experience.”® Thus, this principles too proves to Rahner that
in his analysis of the experience of transcendence and its term
he has truly described the Creator-creature relationship. Yet
this is possible because Rahner has actually synthesized both
Creator and creature under a metaphysical notion of being
drawn from an experience of “ absolute being.”” Thus, all
proofs of God spring from this “ same transcendental experi-
ence.” %

76 Foundations, p. 69.

77 Foundations, p. 70.

8 Foundations, p. 70. Rahner insists that causality should not be inter-
preted as in the natural sciences but in terms of experience of our term.

79 Foundations, p. 71.

80 Foundations, p. 71.
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4. Analogy of Being

Rahner also re-defines the analogy of being using the tran-
scendental method. We do not learn about God “ from some-
thing which does not have much to do with God.”®* Because
“ transcendental experience is the condition which makes pos-
sible all categorical knowledge of individual objects, it follows
from the nature of transcendental experience that the analo-
gous statement signifies what is most basic and original in
our knowledge.” ** Thus, for Rahner, analogy cannot mean a
similarity between two utterly different beings [Creator and
creature] which do not exist in an original ontological unity.
It must mean “ the tension between a categorical starting point
and the incomprehensibility of the holy mystery, namely, God.
We ourselves, as we can put it, exist analogously in and through
our being grounded in this holy mystery which always sur-
passes us.” ® Here, as elsewhere, Rahner seems to maintain
God’s freedom and human freedom by distinguishing our cate-
gories (human freedom) from the holy mystery which always
surpasses us (divine freedom). But, inasmuch as this “ holy
mystery ” has already been categorized as part of the wery
structure of created being and mutually determined by our
experience of it, the problem of how to envision God’s free-
dom remains. If this holy mystery is the Creator God exist-
ing utterly in Himself and in whom we can only believe, then
it cannot logically be described as the necessary term against
which all human knowledge takes place, i.e., the metaphysical
idea of absolute being. This assumption by Rahner allows
him to think he can describe God as the absolute instance of
a genera] principle of being. Thus, when Rahner defines God
as person he writes: “ The statement that ¢ God is a person’

. . is true of God only if, in asserting and understanding this
statement, we open it to the ineffable darkness of the holy

81 Foundations, p. 12.
82 Foundations, p. 72, emphasis mine.
83 Foundations, p. 73.
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mystery.” ** When asked where our philosophy receives its
content Rahner would say: “ from our historical experience.” #
Consequently, while he intends to do a theological ontology,
his method leads him to make the experience of self the foun-
dation, norm and source of understanding God, revelation
and grace.’®

The rest of Rahner’s doctrine of God simply works out the
logic of this “ transcendental ” reflection on experience. ““ Man
implicitly affirms absolute being as the real ground of every
act of knowledge . . . and affirms it as mystery. This abso-
lute . . . which is always the ontologically silent horizon of
every intellectual and spiritual encounter with realities, is
therefore always infinitely different from the knowing sub-
ject.” * While this may be true I would say we cannot there-
fore leap to the conclusion that this absolute being is the
Christian God. For in a Christian doctrine of God we speak
of one who is of a completely different being and nature from
the absolute being conceivable as the “ single whole of reality.”

5. Creatio Ex Nihilo

At this point in his discussion in Foundations of Christian
Faith Rahner explains the creation “ out of nothing.” % It is
a clear expression of the fact that for the Christian theologian
creation can in no sense be seen or described as necessary to
God without denying God’s freedom. But the conflict between
philosophy and theology surfaces here once again. Though
Rahner intends to maintain God’s freedom in se and in revela-
tion and though he states this eloquently, he does not realize
that his method, which distinguishes us from God by dis-
tinguishing us and our term, cannot actually preserve the free-
dom he describes as a theologian. So while he writes: “ God

8¢ Foundations, p. 74.

85 Foundations, p. T4.

86 Foundations, p. 75. None of this is contradicted in volume 4 or volume
11 (text 18ff., and 3-15 pp. supra). Both articles insist on the same point.

87 Foundations, p. 77 and also T1 4: 50.

88 Foundations, p. 78.
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does not become dependent on the world, but remains free
vis-a-vis the world and grounded in himself,” *® his thinking
does not bear that out consistently. Attempting to preserve
human and divine freedom, Rahner says God does not be-
come an object of categorical knowledge, which knowledge
always involves mutual necessity between cause and effect
and presumably leads to the definition of causality envisioned
by natural science but which is inapplicable here.* Thus,
Rahner is faced with the problem of explaining how we (in
our categories) actually know God while maintaining His
freedom. Instead of turning to the God of scriptural releva-
tion he answers from his method by saying that God is the
“ absolutely distant term of the transcendence within which
an individual finite thing is known.” ** And this answer dem-
onstrates again the logical and theological problem involved in
synthesizing natural and revealed theology as in the following
dilemma.

Either Rahner may argue that we have no categorical knowl-
edge of God since he is free. This would preserve creaturely
and divine freedom and point us to revelation as that which
authenticates our concepts. Our concepts would be limited
and would point beyond that limited range only when God
intervened to enable it. But then, of course, Rahner would
have to maintain that we have no real knowledge of God by
reflecting on ourselves apart from seriptural faith in the triune
God. Or he may argue that knowledge of our term (which of
course has to involve categories—the nameless being a cate-
gory too) is real knowledge of God; in which case he has in
fact denied his own description of God’s freedom. But he
cannot logically argue both that God is free (that we have no
categories for him) and that we know him as the “term ” of
our spiritual dynamism. What is it that leads Rahner to be-
lieve he has maintained God’s freedom here? Clearly, it is

89 Foundations, p. 78.
90 Foundations, p. 70.
91 Foundations, p. 78. Emphasis mine.
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the idea that God is the horizon we all experience necessarily
as that which is “ not at our disposal.” ** So, by conceptually
making this “ term ” not just remote but “ absolutely distant ”
Rahner believes he is maintaining the freedom of the Christian
God. But the problem here is that no matter how distant this
term may be, Rahner and any philosopher can still describe it
(categorically) as the holy mystery, absolute being, the name-
less or as Rahner himself stated “ by a thousand other names,”
and indeed as the Creator God of Christianity, without ever
believing in the triune God. Insofar as this is thought possi-
ble, the freedom of God implied by the Christian creatio ex
nihilo recedes into the background since the transcendental
method must claim a true knowledge of God as part of an
experience of one’s horizon. And whenever this assumption
is the starting point of a doctrine of God, Christian revelation,
which sees the scriptural word as its only norm for truth,
becomes more a conclusion than a starting point for reflection.
Once this happens it is hard to see why we would need Christian
revelation in any practical way.

6. Categorical-Transcendental Revelation

By removing knowledge of God from the realm of the cate-
gorical and placing it into the realm of experience Rahner
posits an original unity between Creator and creatures.”® Thus,
this cannot be understood without an experience of freedom
and responsibility. At this point Rahner applies his method
to the scriptural understanding of God, revelation and grace.
We know God “in a transcendental experience in which the

subject . . . is experienced as being borne by an incompre-
hensible ground . . . the absolute mystery which is not at
our disposal . . . Creatureliness, then, always means both the

grace and the mandate to preserve and to accept that tension
of analogy which the finite subject is . . .”

92 See text pp. 6ff. and TT 11: 159-60.

93 Foundations, p. 79. This is the more “primordial unity of the spirit”
he presumes exists and defines in TT 4: 38ff.

9¢ Foundations, p. 80. Emphasis mine,
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The same procedure takes place in Theological Investiga-
tions, volume 4, “The Concept of Mystery in Catholic The-
ology,” and again in volume 11, “ The Experience of God To-
day.” And the results reveal once again how difficult it is to
describe revelation and grace as free acts of God calling for
faith seeking understanding once it is assumed that experience
can be a starting point equal to scripture in this matter.

The transcendental method excludes the idea that a special
inconceivable act of God within experience is the sole source
of truth. Thus, the key to interpreting lectures two and three
of Theological Investigations, volume 4, “ The Concept of Mys-
tery . . .’ is to realize that what dictates Rahner’s view of
incarnation, grace and glory and his identifying the immanent
and economic Trinity is not a special inconceivable act of God.
It is not the revelation of something previously hidden as it
might be in scholastic school theology. Rather it is the fact
that he believes each of these represents the radical proximity
of God to creatures in their self-transcending experiences. That
is why Rahner’s distinction between nature and grace, reason
and revelation and philosophy and theology can be perfectly
clear in one description and become quite obscure in another.
Each of these “ supernatural ” mysteries is taken by Rahner
as a truth confirming one’s unity and distinction with absolute
being (mystery—term—horizon) which one always experiences.
Thus, incarnation, grace and glory are not truths that reveal
something totally beyond the sphere of human experience.
Rather they simply confirm that the holy mystery is indeed
always present as the term of our experience is present. Con-
sequently, the immanent and economic Trinity is identical and
God’s radically close relation with creatures can only be ex-
pressed in terms of quasi-formal causality.”® While Rahner
the theologian insists that truth is grounded in the triune God,
in Christ and in grace, he is led increasingly away from a spe-
cifically Christian interpretation of those concepts as he applies
his method. The operative principle of his method asserts
that theological and philosophical truth can be known from

o5 See Molnar, T8, pp. 240ff., 245-8ff. for more on this problem.



604 PAUL D. MOLNAR

man’s experience of and interpretation of himself. The problem
here is that the triune God, Christ and grace tend to become
instances of his general transcendental principles.

In volume 11, “ The Experience . . .” Rahner writes:

The experience of God to which we have appealed . . . is not neces-
sarily so a-Christian as appears at first sight. On the contrary . . .
it is precisely Christianity which makes real this experience of God
in its most radical and purest form, and in Jesus Christ achieves a
convincing manifestation of it in history . . . This experience of
God . . . really constitutes the very heart and centre of Christianity
itself and also the ever living source of that conscious manifestation
which we call ‘revelation.” . . . Through this experience of God
Christianity itself simply achieves a more radical and clearer un-
derstanding of its own authentic nature. For in fact in its true
essence it is not one particular religion among others, but rather
the sheer objectivation in history of that experience of God which
exists everywhere in virtue of God’s universal will to save all men
by bestowing himself upon them as grace . . %

Why should Christianity and not other religions possess this
objectivity? If the experience of God exists everywhere as this
statement indicates then why should Christian experience
be any more authentic than any other religious experience?
Rahner intends to preserve Christianity’s uniqueness but again
his method explains that uniqueness as an instance of his
general principle of being applied to human experience. Con-
sequently, as a Christian theologian Rahner maintains Chris-
tianity is the “ pure form ” of an experience of God which all
religions describe. Yet, this creates more problems than it
solves. For if truth is contingent on anyone’s experience of
God then any statement that Christianity is the “purest”
expression of religious experience can only make it appear that
Christian experience is somehow inherently better than other
religious experience.

The problem which I have tried to present in this paper
surfaces here once more. Any attempt to explain the objective
uniqueness of Christianity by pointing to our subjective ex-
perience interpreted philosophically or religiously will always

96 77 11: 164. Emphasis mine.
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describe grace and God’s universal will to save as properties of
creaturely being. Yet if scriptural faith and revelation are
normative, then it is clear that the objective uniqueness of
revelation never resides in anyone’s religious experience, but
in the uniqueness of the Christian God acting ad extra in free
revelation and free grace. Rahner’s argument would have been
more convincing had he held that a Christian’s experience is
not one among others because it is tied to Christ alone. In-
stead he argues it is not one among others because it is a
more radical form of what everyone experiences.

Thus, Rahner believes that Jesus is a “ convincing manifes-
tation ” of our self-experience in history. Yet, if this is so, it
is hard to know why he was crucified and not installed as king
of Israel or heralded as the solution to the philosophical prob-
lems of the Greeks.”” If Rahner’s norm here had been the
word of God revealed he would have realized that Jesus (as
true God and true man) brings us all that we, in our religious
experiences cannot procure for ourselves, ie., God’s incon-
ceivable act of revelation and salvation manifested in his life,
death and resurrection. The prophets and apostles were wit-
nesses to that truth. He would have realized that describing
this self-sufficient revelation of a free God as a “ conscious ”
or unconscious manifestation in ourselves compromises the
very objectivity he sought to maintain. Instead of present-
ing Christianity as the purest or most radical form of religion
he would have been more able to show that everyone, includ-
ing Christians, depends always upon God’s free grace for
salvation and for objective verification of these truth claims.
Christians cannot point to any religious experience or set of
experiences as the pure or true form of religion any more than
anyone from another religion can do it. This, because God’s
grace alone makes “religion ” true existentially and theoreti-
cally. Thus, Christians are those who actively live this truth.*®

o7 Cf,, e.g., 1 Cor. 2: 8.
98 Cf. Acts 11: 26. The word Christians was first used at Antioch to refer

to the disciples who accepted the teaching of the apostles. Rahmer’s difficulty
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Rahner’s conclusion really goes beyond the limits of theology
to the extent that the principles of his method dictate the
solution to this problem. He writes: “ It is, therefore, a task
precisely for Christianity itself to point ever anew to this basic
experience of God, to induce man to discover it within him-
self, to accept and also avow his allegiance to it in its verbal
and historical objectivation; for, in its pure form and as re-
lated to Jesus Christ as its seal of authenticity, it is precisely
this that we call Christianity.” ** Is it now the task of Chris-
tians to point out to other Christians and non-Christians that
they can achieve knowledge of God in this way and that their
allegiance is to their experiences of “ absolute being ” which
being can well be explained as a universal human manifesta-
tion without faith in Jesus and the Spirit and thus without
employing a strictly theological method of faith seeking under-
standing? Again, it is another question entirely whether Chris-
tianity is the “ pure form ” of this experience at all since Christ
actually points us away from any existential or conceptual
self-reliance to complete dependence on Him. Thus I would
say that biblical revelation is at variance with Rahner’s con-
clusion as we are told that we cannot really achieve knowledge
of the true God in this way since we are dependent only on the
One Mediator—to whom alone we owe allegiance.**®

7. Mediated Immediacy

Returning to Foundation of Christian Faith Rahner assumes
once again that “ grace” is embedded in the world of experi-
ence ** and recognizing that leads to the truth of the Christian

here is that he assumes that God’s “universal will to save ™ is identical with
grace as a constituent element in human experience. It really is not. And
as long as grace is conceptualized in this way there can be no clear distine-
tion between God’s will and human experience which in fact is not strue-
turally altered by the incarnmation as Rahner thinks. Humans exist in rele-
tion to God’s salvific act in Christ and the Spirit—not in identity with it.

99 T7 11: 164-5, emphasis mine.

100 See, e.g., Bdward Schweizer, Jesus, (Atlanta, 1971), pp. 89-90. This is
exactly what happened in Gnosticism.

101 Foundations, p. 81.
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doctrine of God. It is worth examining this final assertion by
Rahner of how to find God in the world using the transcen-
dental method.

Rahner has established two things thus far in Foundations.
1.)" “As ineffable and incomprehensible presupposition, as
ground and abyss, as ineffable mystery, God cannot be found
in his world.” *** This is his way of insisting that God is free.
2.) Yet all religion, including the Christian religion, “ declares
phenomena existing within our experience as definite and ex-
clusive objectifications and manifestations of God.”**®* This
is his way of insisting that we, as creatures, can know God. Ex-
amples of these phenomena are the pope (as vicar of Christ)
and Jesus himself; “ in this way God as it were appears within
the world of our categorical experience . , .” '

In relation to this theological problem, namely, that God is
the ineffable silent term of all knowledge and that religion
claims a categorical knowledge of God, Rahner proposes his
theory of “mediated immediacy.” *** This theory basically
articulates the unity and distinction between ourselves and our
horizon or term as discussed above. The conflict between
reason and revelation is evident since at one and the same
time Rahner affirms indirect knowledge of God through cre-
ated symbols and experiences and direct knowledge of and
experience of God through grace and revelation. It is, of
course, this latter affirmation which I believe is excluded by
God’s freedom (creatio ex nihilo). While Rahner holds the
creatio ex nihilo as any theologian would, his philosophical
and theological explanations of it categorize grace and revela-
tion as elements within human consciousness—as existentials
of man as he exists in the world.**®

102 Foundations p. 81,

108 Foundations, p. 81.

104 Foundations, p. 81.

105 Foundations, pp. 83ff.

106 The reason he thinks this way is that within his system it is completely
impossible to conceive of God acting in the incarnation, grace and glory (T7
4: 66-72) while remaining absolutely other than the creature as the naturally
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Yet, if Christian revelation means God freely reveals Him-
self in and through history without becoming dependent on

known efficient cause. Thus when God acts (imparts himself) in the incarna-
tion, grace and glory, this must take place via quasi-formal causality (71
4: 67) because this signals the kind of entitative divinization of the trans-
cendental subjective attitude necessary for Rahner’s natural theology. Quasi-
formal causality means that “God imparts himself immediately of himself
to the creature” (71 4: 66) He must do this. Rahner writes: “ God as his
own very self must penetrate into the non-divine region of the finite” (71
4: 67, emphasis mine). This, because the triune God can be none other than
the holy mystery Rahner discovered as efficient cause from his philosophy of
religion (natural theology).

As efficient cause, God creates another. God does not act this way in rela-
tion to creation. He is “formal ” cause acting in creation. The problem here
is that the Creator God is not merely an efficient cause naturally known. In
fact the Creator God, as efficient cause, is no less than the efficient cause acting
in the form (creation). But Rahner cannot conceive of such a God and such a
transcendent divine action on and in the creature. This is the case because he
insists that revelation of the immanent Trinity cannot contradict the fact that
the absolute holy mystery (the efficient cause) is the reality of God revealed.
Thus, for Rahner there is no triune God transcending the concept of mystery
drawn from experience. That is why, in his trinitarian doctrine Rahner can
only conceive of God in his proper reality as the unoriginated origin, while
in the incarnation, grace and glory we meet something less than this, ie.,
the Real Symbol (Christ) (77 4: 228ff, and 237-241).

As an example of Rahner’s difficulty here consider this statement taken from
TI 4: 67 “It is simply contradictory that something should belong com-
pletely to the order of creatiom, by being created, and still belong to the
strictly divine order, by being strictly supernatural. Supernatural reality and
reality brought about by the divine self-communication of quasi-formal, not
efficient type, are identical concepts.” This is a clear and necessary synthesis
of supernatural and natural reality which must follow from Rahner’s method.
Rather than thinking of God’s grace as his incomprehensibly free act on and
in the creature—the act of the efficient cause (the Creator)—Rahmer thinks
of it as the quasi-formal alteration of the knowing subject, i.e., the reality
“brought about” by God’s immediate communication of himself to the crea-
ture in grace and glory. In fact this is a denial that the incarnation is a
mystery of faith as “ Scholastic ” theology saw it. Isn’t that the very mystery
of our faith, i.e., that Jesus, being true God and true man, belongs to the
creaturely sphere and yet is truly supernatural—no less God than the
Creator—the efficient cause? And isn’t the real problem of knowing God truly
solved only by the fact that in Jesus we have the revelation of the Father
(efficient cause) only because God has acted and does act freely (grace)
on our behalf in Jesus and the Spirit?

For Rahner’s explanation of quasi-formal causality see also 77 1: 329ff. and
Foundations, pp. 119-201F.
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history then we really have no direct knowledge of God and
any such claim would make our experience more than human
or God less than transcendent in order to explain incarnation,
grace and glory. The main point of New Testament Christian-
ity is that we, as creatures, can know God truly when our
thinking in faith points to his sovereign intervention in his-
tory. Sign and thing signified, though seen as related in faith,
would not be synthesized. While Rahner continually insists
on the distinction between sign and reality, he also synthesizes
them to the extent that grace and revelation [what is signified]
cannot transcend being in general which we experience and
know from philosophy.*”” The New Testament view seems
closer to the concept of mystery which Rahner rejects as Scho-
lastic “ school theology,” since he believes that this view main-
tains that mystery is obscured and veiled and only accessible
to faith.**®* Rahner cannot go along with this because, for him,
ratio is a spiritual entity of absolute transcendence and there-
fore is the very faculty by which the presence of mystery is
assured.’® That is why Rahner asserts that God (as unknown)
is included essentially in every act of cognition.*® The com-
prehensive concept of mystery which Rahner has in mind **

107 See text, p. 36, n. 17, p. 38, n. 33 and esp. p. 39, n. 36, For the same
idea see also 7'T 4: 221-252, “ The Theology of the Symbol,” pp. 234-5 where
Rahner writes: They [the principles of symbolic ontology] arise because the
concept of being is ‘analogous’, that is, displays the various types of seli-
realization of each being, and being in itself, and hence also the concept and
reality of the symbol are flexible. But because these are necessarily given
with the general concept of beings and being—as the ‘unveiled’ figure of
the most primordial ‘truth’ of being—the symbol shares this ‘analogic
entis’ with being which it symbolizes.” Rahner’s explanation of God, Christ,
Church and sacrament all bear the mark of this thought. For him *the
symbol is the reality, constituted by the thing symbolized as an inner moment
of moment of itself, [sic.] which reveals and proclaims the thing symbolized,
and is itself full of the thing symbolizced” (TI 4: 251, emphasis mine). This
is why he thinks there is a mutual causal connection between the sacra-
mental signs and God’s grace (p. 240). See also K. Rahner, The Church
and The Sacraments, Quaestiones Disputatae 9 (New York, 9163), p. 38.

108 T'T 4: 38-40.

109 TT 4: 41.

110 TT 4: 41ff., 49-50.

11 7T 4 481,
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derives from his consideration of man in his natural and super-
naturally elevated state as “oriented toward mystery.”**
This analysis follows from his method. It asserts that man
can have a self-validating experience of God, and in that as-
sertion the real need to depend on God’s special intervention
in history either in Israel, Christ or the Church or by await-
ing the coming of the Holy Spirit can no longer be stated with
the same clarity and consistency as in the New Testament
and in the tradition. For our orientation already contains
what scripture and the tradition claim we can only receive
as free gift.

Rahner clearly recognizes the problem here and states that
God could be said to play an indirect role as the * primordial
ground ” of experience. Or, he says, a person might worship
nature as divine or make scientific truth the answer thinking
in this fashion. Nonetheless, despite the fact that “it is very
difficult to distinguish clearly here between nature and super-
natural grace in their mutual relationship ”*** this can be
called ““ natural religion.” ***

Here Rahner turns to Christian revelation again to explain
God’s transcendence and immanence. He says that categories
such as sacrament, church, revelation and scripture only point
to the “transcendental presence of God.”*** But how can
he describe these in terms of ““mediated immediacy ”? His
answer is clear. If God is to remain infinite while encountering
us in religion “then this event must take place on the basis
of transcendental experience as such.” *** This means that this
presence must be a modality of this relationship. Since tran-
scendental experience of absolute being allows for an imme-
diacy of God, it must be true. Again Rahner is consistent
in his method by holding that Christian categories do not point
to specific interventions of God in history which can be seen

12 TT 4: 49,

118 Foundations, p. 85.
114 Foundations, p. 86.
115 Foundations, p. 85.
116 Foundations, p. 85.
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only in faith. Rather they point to the “modality of this
transcendental relationship.”** Of course, for Rahner, this
modality is man’s supernatural existential which he frequently
describes in terms of quasi-formal causality.*® And this ex-
planation is ultimately traceable to his philosophy of the sym-
bol which assumes fusion and mutual dependence of sign and
thing signified.*** But, in connection with his doctrine of God,
this means “immediacy ” to God “ must be embedded in this
world to begin with.” *** And this follows since he has already
assumed that experience of our term (God—the single whole
of reality—absolute being) is an inherent experience of man.
Thus, religion simply is a moment in and modality of our
transcendental and “mediated immediacy to God.”*** But
what kind of God can be known directly by knowing the
medium (religion) and God embedded in the religious medium?
A God who “as the transcendental ground of the world has
from the outset embedded himself in this world as its self-
communicating ground.”*** Rahner clearly intends to say
that the Christian God has been involved with the world since
the very beginning. But as he explains how we interpret ex-
perience of the Christian God according to his method, he can-
not really conceive of a God truly existing independently of
the world (i.e. an immanent Trinity) .

The significance of all this highlights the problem I have
sought to clarify in this paper. Because our self experience is
both starting point and norm for the question of God and his
activity in the world, Rahner believes that the ‘categorical
presence of God ” is simply the religious subject objectivating
his religious experiences. And as such they [categories-objec-
tivations] perform a ““ valuable role.” Actually “ The role indeed

117 Foundations, p. 85.

118 See text, pp. 18 et al. and esp. p. 44, n. 105, p. 37, n. 28, and pp. 38-
9 n. 35, et al.

119 See, e.g., TI 4: 236 and above, n. 106. Also 7T 4: 228ff.

120 Foundations, p. 87.

121 Foundations, p. 87.

122 Poundations, p. 87.
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really belongs to those phenomena in themselves.”**® This
attempt to speak of a God who is and remains free in the scrip-
tural sense ascribes too much to created phenomena. It as-
sumes that all religious experience points to the reality of God
insofar as it points to the horizon (term) of human experience.
But this is the very assumption which causes Rahner to com-
promise the scriptural and the traditional distinctions between
God (the true God) and his free grace and idols and existen-
tials which might lead us away from the true God and not
toward him. Rahner concludes his treatment in Foundations
by defining God’s intervention in history with an example of
what validates our “ good idea” which we think corresponds
with God’s intervention.

“The moment I experience myself as a transcendental sub-
ject in my orientation to God and accept it, and the moment
I accept this concrete world in which . . . the absolute ground
of my existence unfolds historically for me and I actualize it
in freedom, then within this subjective, transcendental rela-
tionship to God this ‘good idea’ [his intervention] receives
objectively a quite definite and positive significance.” *** Per-
ceptively, Rahner asks what is to prevent me from calling
anything an intervention of God arguing in this fashion? His
answer is: “ Why, then, may this not be the case?” **® How
this question is actually answered can be a matter of no small
concern to philosophers and theologians.

Following the position for which I have argued, i.e., that the
God of scripture is truly free even in his involvement in human
experience, we would have to say that this may not be the
case because God himself is not in any way dependent on any-
one or anything to be God in himself or God for us ad extra.

128 Foundations, p. 88. Cf. also TI 4: 221-252. Symbols must have this
function for Rahner because being and appearance are intrinsically and
essentially related so that one cannot really exist without the other. See pp.
230-1ff. All of this is true for Rahner because he believes that symbols
possess an “ overplus of meaning” (225). See also above, n. 106.

124 Poundations, p. 88. Emphasis mine.

125 Foundeations, p. 89.
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This insight would preclude arguing, as Rahner does, that
our orientation to God contributes objectively to the positive
significance of our ideas about his intervention in history. The
only way Rahner’s insight could be true is if the Christian
God were in fact “ embedded ” in the world as a “ ground of
being ” recognizable by the metaphysician and the philosopher
of religion as well as by the theologian, thinking within the
biblical faith.

This is not to say that God cannot be conceptualized as a
“ground of being.” Obviously, insofar as we all actually de-
pend upon God for our being He is the “ ground of being.”
The question raised here is what specific object determines the
truth of our metaphysical concept of God’s being? If it is the
immanent Trinity acting ad extra in Christ and the Spirit,
then we cannot actually begin thinking about Him outside
of faith in the Father, Son and Spirit. This would mean that
we could not begin thinking about God truly as the “ ground
of being ” prior to an acknowledgement of the unique being
of God revealed in Christ and the Spirit. Any attempt to
define God as the “ ground of being” before believing in the
immanent Trinity might lead directly to the conclusion of the
Deists, i.e., that Christ is unnecessary really to know God.**®
Interestingly, the position which I am questioning here is
exactly what must be stated in a philosophy of symbolic
reality.'* But it is just this idea which obscures philosophical
and theological investigation.

126 Btienne Gilson, God end Philosophy, (New Haven, 1979), pp. 104-51f.

127 See above, nn. 106 and 121 and Molnar TS, 46, pp. 238ff. and 251ff. See
also TI 4: 225ff. Rahner believes that “in the long run everything agrees
in some way or another with everything else,” (225). Thus, for Rahner,
symbols are related essentially with what is symbolized and the two are
intrinsically and mutually dependent. All of this is true because what is
symbolized “ passes over into the °otherness’ of the symbol” (240). Im
other words, in a symbolic philosophy, signs and things signified are em-
bedded in one another in such a way that no clear and sharp distinetion be-
tween them can be made. Clearly, this cannot apply to knowledge of God who
is and remains different from the creature in his encounter with creation.
This symbolic thinking is exactly what leads to Rahper’s insistence on a
quasi-formal explanation of the Creator-creature relationship once again (pp.
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The philosopher can indeed bypass Christ and attempt to
know God. He or she may always discover a “ supreme being ”
but that is the most that can be discovered thereby. The
theologian of revelation cannot bypass Christ [and by impli-
cation the Old and New Testaments] and attempt to know
God. Thus he or she will know that the unity and Trinity of
the Christian God would preclude any attempt to define God
as a supreme being without allowing Christ and the Spirit
the sole freedom to determine the truth of the concept. Then
a clear and sharp distinction between the immanent and eco-
nomic Trinity would be maintained since it would be very clear
that the being of God revealed (the immanent Trinity) actually
transcends and is different from the being of God recognized
by the philosopher apart from biblical faith (supreme being
recognized as the term of our experiences of self-transcendence) .

Because he is faithful to his method (attempting to har-
monize natural knowledge of God with revealed knowledge)
Rahner is actually unable to resolve this theological problem.
Thus, he must maintain that what is categorized, i.e., “the
holy mystery,” is not conceptually beyond the religious phe-
nomena which, in themselves, are supposed to convey God’s
grace. On this view the theological question of how we really
know that this or that “ concept ” of God’s intervention is true
1s left ambiguous. For Rahner, of course, the answer resides
in his assumption that transcendental experience of one’s
horizon is a real experience of God simply because people ex-
perience themselves this way. And their experiences are self-
validating. Thus, what “we call” God and his intervention
ultimately depends not on God alone but on God as well as
the strength of our transcendental experiences. I am arguing
that this mutual coordination of God’s action in history with

245ff.). The whole problem here centers on the fact that in a Christian doe-
trine of God—God is and remains ontologically different from his creatures
even in the incarnation, grace and glory. There is in fact no original
ontological unity between Creator and creatures as there must be for a
symbolic ontological explanation of absolute being in relation to finite
being.
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our historical self-experience compromises the unique objec-
tivity and freedom of God envisioned by the scriptural revela-
tion.

Furthermore, this assumption by Rahner actually subverts
the real need for Christian revelation as an independent source
of truth coming to us from something other than our self-
experience. One does not need to believe in God’s special pres-
ence in history in his Word and Spirit if one already possesses
this truth in the experience of his orientation toward the abso-
lute, which absolute may well have little or nothing to do with
the eternally triune God of Christianity.””® In Rahner’s doc-
trine of God then we are told that we need this God. But his
method ends exactly where it began, i.e., with man’s experience
of himself which he ““ calls ” God.** And this leads to his theory
of anonymous Christianity in which he spells out the impl-
cations of this position by maintaining that everyone can know
and experience what Christians know and experience in faith
simply by having these transcendental experiences.'* Though

128 See, e.g., Gilson, pp. 105ff. and L. Feuerbach, The Hssence of Christianity,
(New York, 1957), pp. 50-58. The god of the Deists (cf. Gilson) and the god
of Feuerbach are not the Christian God but an apotheosis, a mythological
human invention.

129 See Foundations, pp. 53-4 and K. Rahner and K. Weger, Our Christian
Faith: Answers for the Future (Crossroad, 1981), pp. 13 and 25.

130 See, e.g., TI 12: 161-178, “ Anonymous Christianity and the Missionary
Task of the Church.” On p. 161 many additional references to Rahner’s treat-
ment of this topic of anonymous Christianity are given. Rahner’s position
that Christianity is present in everyone in an incipient state (71 12: 164)
simply confirms the fact that he is congistent in carrying through the logie
of hig method. If he did not say this he would have to deny that we could
know God by knowing our term and that grace was embedded in creation.
Ultimately he would have to deny his theory of luminosity and his philosophy
of symbolic reality. Because human being is already changed ontologically
(obediential potency and supernatural existential) in virtue of the incarna-
tion Rahner believes that people don’t have to hear about Christ to be
Christians. Rather, in deciding for or against themselves they already de-
cide for or against God and Christ. The problem with anonymous Christianity
is the same problem that is apparent in Rahner’s doctrine of God. He never
really shows us that we are believing in and knowing anything which truly
transcends us and exists in reality apart from our experience and interpre-
tation of that experience. Thus, God, grace, revelation and faith are simply
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Rahner certainly wished to present a more open view of sal-
vation in this theory, the net effect renders Christianity less
rather than more necessary. This, because the pivotal factor
which determines the truth of Christianity on this view is to
have significant human experiences, beginning with the ex-

qualities of man’s experience interpreted philosophically and theologically
for Rahner. As long as that is the case we really don’t need to believe in
Jesus and the Spirit before knowing the true God. And as long as this is
the case we shall never answer the theological question of whether what
we “call” God, grace, revelation and salvation are frue as realities coming
to us from a real God independent of us. For Rahner we don’t need the
grace of God revealed in Christ to explain “ reality ” to ourselves and
others. God merely confirms our transcendental experiences and our in-
terpretations of them. Thus, for Rahner, everyone is a believer whether he or
she knows it or not. This, simply because everyone has unthematic experi-
ences of absolute being in order to continue to exist meaningfully in the
world. (On this see 7T 7: 211-226, “ The Eucharist and Our Daily Lives,”
p- 223). Rahner writes: “there may be many who face up to life bravely . ..
yet who do not regard themselves as believers at all. But . . . in their
calm acceptance of their lives they actually achieve, implicitly and in prin-
ciple what the conscious and professed believer does explicitly . . .”

On this same point see TT 5: 3-22, “ Thoughts on the Possibility of Belief
Today,” pp. 12-13. And this leads to speculation like that of the °ques-
tioner’ who poses for Rahner the assertion in Our Christian Faith “ that
everyone who lives their world-view with determination and commitment will
find that this world-view proves true” (19-20). In fact the answer to the
question of which “ world-view” is true cannot be answered by examining
anyone’s determination and commitment to it. And this is the predicament
of Rahner’s method—be beging and ends his thought about truth with the
determination and commitment of one’s transcendental experiences. See also
pp. 12-13 of Our Christian Faith where Rahmer insists that a person is a
believer in the “ unreflected core of their existence” as long, as he loves, is
loyal and committed to the truth. The problem with this assertion is that
on his presuppositions Rahner cannot tell us whose version of “truth” is
really true, since we can in fact know the truth without knowledge of Christ.
That is because what actually determines the truth of his doctrine of God is
our reflection on this “unreflected core of existence.” For this reason belief
in God, for Rahner, means belief in mystery or human existence or reality
as a whole. It cannot mean belief in the Christian God who transcends
humanity and confronts people who experience him in judgment and grace
according to the Old and New Testaments. It is obvious that ome can live
and be committed in fact without acknowledging the truth of Christianity.
Paul’s analysis of his own position in Galatians and Romans would provide
a good example of this. Cf. also TT 6: 231-249, “ Reflections on the Unity of
Love of Neighbour and the Love of God,” p. 232 and pp. 238ff.
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perience of our horizon. Any real dependence on Christ in the
New Testament sense would demand faith and action with
respect to Him alone.

To sum up. We have seen what Rahner’s doctrine of God
states and we have seen that it is based on “ transcendental
experience.” We have contended that this starting point com-
promises God’s freedom and the consequent need to believe
in the triune God before being able to make sense of the Crea-
tor/creature relationship. We have contended that this leads
to Rahner’s synthesis of nature and grace and to the idea that
God’s free grace and free revelation can be described as “ele-
ments ” or modalities by the philosopher of religion as well as
the theologian.

C. Revelation as An Act of God-—Innate Knowledge of Truth

Now we must make this analysis and critique more precise
by focusing on the nature of and need for Revelation in a
Christian doctrine of God. Here we shall contrast the tra-
ditional Thomist view of Gilson with the transeendental Thom-
ist view of Rahner. In addition, we shall draw out the impli-
cations of the scriptural revelation for theological method. In
his book, God and Philosophy, Etienne Gilson develops the
question of the proper relation between philosophy and the-
ology by analyzing revelation and innate knowledge of the
truth. It is clear that each problematic aspect of Rahner’s
thought mentioned above centered on how to understand the
freedom of God in himself (the immanent Trinity), in his
revelation (the economic Trinity), and on how we know him.
We have seen that Rahner’s starting point and theological
method claims that everyone always has an experience of and
knowledge of God. He equates this with experience of and
knowledge of absolute being which he defines as mystery. This
knowledge is innate and unavoidable, though it can be ig-
nored.’* We have contended that it is this claim itself which
compromises the scriptural portrayal of revelation in its free-

131 See text, passim.
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dom, obscures the traditional distinction between philosophy
and theology, nature and grace, and finally fails to distinguish
adequately between God in himself (the immanent Trinity)
and God for us (grace, incarnation and glory) .**?

1. Philosophy and Theology

Gilson sets up the question as follows. He argues that while
Greek philosophy sought to identify the ultimate origin of the
world with a first philosophical principle, the Greeks could
not actually show that the first principle was anything inde-
pendent of the world which could actually relate with the
world. Thus, he concludes that philosophy could not solve
the question it had set for itself.**®

Then, he states that the answer was found in God’s revela-
tion to Moses. This is significant. For the solution to the
philosophical problem of finding a first cause (an efficient
cause), in Gilson’s eyes, is answered only by “ Him who is,”
1.e., Yahweh, God Himself.*®* We shall not examine Gilson’s
analysis of Augustine and Thomas in their attempts to think
about this question in light of the bible and the inherited phi-
losophies (Plotinus for Augustine and Aristotle for Thomas) .
While this is interesting and instructive we shall move directly
to modern philosophy and theology in the interest of time and
space.

2. Descartes

Gilson contends that Descartes confronted the same philo-
sophical problem as the Greeks, i.e., the problem of natural
theology and whether, by reason alone (this time including
the idea of the Christian God), man could reach the Creator
God—Yahweh who was both transcendent and immanent.
The Greeks could reason to a first principle but then this
obliterated their religion which advocated not one, but many
gods. As they held to their religion, this contradicted their

132 See text, infra.
133 Gilson, Chapter 1.
134 Gilson, Chapter 2.
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philosophical idea of a first cause.’* And this was indeed the
conflict they faced. If the transcendent God could be known
as a first cause (philosophically demonstrable) then he could
not really be transcendent. And if God is truly transcendent
as the one beyond the many (this world) then he cannot in
fact be immanent. Thus, any religious reliance on such a God
to save us would make little sense.

When a Greek philosopher had to approach the problem of natural
theology by a purely rational method, he found himself confronted
only with the religious gods of Greek mythology. Whatever his
name, his rank, or function, not one among the gods of Greek
religion had ever claimed to be the one . . . creator of the world,
first principle, and ultimate end of all things. Descartes, on the
contrary, could not approach the same philosophical problem with-
out finding himself confronted with the Christian God. When a
philosopher is also a Christian, he can very well say, at the be-
ginning of his inquiry: let me pretend that I am not a Christian;
let me try to seek, by reason alone and without the light of faith,
the first causes and the first principles whereby all things can be
explained. As an intellectual sport, this is as good as any other
one; but it is bound to result in a failure, because when a man
both knows and believes that there is but one cause of all that is,
the God in whom he believes can hardly be other than the cause
which he knows*®

This difficulty parallels the predicament Rahner faces in his
work on the philosophy of religion, Hearers of the Word, and
recapitulates the conflicts discussed above between reason and
revelation. Rahner writes: “ The philosophy of religion . . .
cannot pre-judge the possible content of . . . an utterance of
God. It cannot even pre-judge the question whether such an
utterance has occurred.” ** But Gilson’s words regarding Des-
cartes seem to apply here as well, i.e.,, the God in whom he
believes (the triune God) can hardly be other than the cause
which he knows—i.e. the term or horizon—absolute being
itself. And this is what philosophy of religion can demonstrate.

135 Gilson, pp. 78-9.
136 Gilson, pp. 78-9.
187 AW, p. 174.
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Thus, while Rahner speaks of the triune God, and of his own
work as a theological ontology, his method compels him to
pre-judge the possibility of revelation and its content precisely
because he insists that his philosophy of religion is a “ condi-
tion that is itself created by God’s speaking.”*** In other
words if it were really true that a philosophy of religion could
not pre-judge whether revelation had in fact occurred, then
Rahner’s attempt in Hearers of the Word to establish its pos-
sibility by looking at man is in vain, since we can never know
exactly what we mean by revelation. The conflict which arises
here compromises Rahner’s own perception of the limits of
the philosophy of religion. But more importantly, it causes him
to re-define revelation according to an often unarticulated
presupposition that all philosophy stems from God’s revela-
tion (speaking). Gilson illustrates a similar problem in Des-
cartes’s thought.

The whole problem of modern natural theology is there in a nut-
shell . . . Far from coming after the Greeks as though there had
been nothing in between, Descartes has come after the Greeks
with the naive conviction that he could solve, by the purely rational
method of the Greeks, all of the problems which had been raised in
between by Christian natural theology . .. what he did, at least in
metaphysics, was to restate the main conclusions of Christian
natural theology as if Christian supernatural theology itself had
never existed.*s?

a. Innate Knowledge of God

In line with natural theology Descartes posited that the
idea of the Christian God was innate.'*® Yet as Gilson writes:
“If we investigate into the cause why such an idea exists within
us, we are at once led to posit, as the only conceivable ex-
planation for it, a being who is possessed of all the attributes
which attend our own idea of him, that is, a self-existing,
infinite, all-powerful, one and unique being.”*** And,

138 HW, p. 174,

189 Giilson, pp. 79-80.
140 Gtilson, pp. 81-2.
141 Gilson, p. 81.
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When we think more attentively of God, we soon find that the
non-existence of God is, strictly speaking, unthinkable. Our innate
idea of God is that of a supremely perfect being; since existence is
a perfection, to think of a supremely perfect being to whom exist-
ence is wanting is to think of a supremely perfect being to whom
some perfection is wanting, which is contradictory; hence existence
is inseparable from God and, consequently, he necessarily is, or
exists.}4?

But 1s this the true God? Gilson continues:

It is a well-known fact that Descartes always despised history;
but here history has paid him back in full. Had he ever so little
investigated into the past of his own idea of God, he would have
realized at once that though it be true that all men have a certain
idea of the divinity, they have not all, or always, had the Christian
idea of God. If all men had such an idea of God, Moses would
not have asked Jehovah for his name; or else Jehovah’s answer
would have been: ¢ What a silly question! You know it.” Descartes
was so anxious not to corrupt the rational purity of his meta-
physics by any admixture of Christian faith that he simply decreed
the universal innateness of the Christian definition of God. Like
the innate Ideas of Plato, Descartes’ innate idea of God was a
reminiscence; not however, the reminiscence of some idea contem-
plated by the soul in a former life, but simply the reminiscence of
what he had learned in church when he was a little boy.!¢?

b. God—Necessity of Creation

Where did this decree leave Descartes’s conception of the
Christian God? According to Gilson, it forced him to main-
tain that creation was in fact necessary to God as he had re-
duced “He who is” (Yahweh) to the condition of a first prin-
ciple** Gilson writes:

Now it is quite true that a Creator is an eminently Christian God,
but a God whose very essence is to be a creator is not a Christian
God at all. The essense of the true Christian God is not to create
but to be. ‘He who is’ can also create, if he chooses; but he does
not exist because he creates, nay, not even himself; he can create
because he supremely is.

142 Gilson, pp. 81-2.
143 Gilson, pp. 82-3, emphasis mine.
144 Gilson, pp. 88-9.
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We are now beginning to see why, and in what sense, the meta-
physics of Descartes was a decisive moment in the evolution of
natural theology. Evolution, however, is not always synonymous
with progress; and this time it was destined to be a regress . . .
What I am trying to make clear is the objective fact that, even as
a philosophical supreme cause, the God of Descartes was a still-
born God. He could not possibly live because, as Descartes had
conceived him, he was the God of Christianity reduced to the con-
dition of a philosophical principle, in short, an infelicitous hybrid
of religious faith and of rational thought. The most striking char-
acteristic of such a God was that his creative function had in-
tegrally absorbed his essence. Hence, the name that was hereafter
going to be his truest name: no longer ‘He who is’ but rather
‘The Author of Nature.” . . . . after Descartes, he was destined
progressively to become nothing else than that. Descartes himself
was too good a Christian to consider Nature as a particular god;
but, strangely enough, it never occurred to him that to reduce the
Christian God himself to no more than the supreme cause of
Nature was to do identically the same thing.'*

God did indeed become nothing more than Nature when
Spinoza concluded that “ A God who ‘exists and acts merely
from the necessity of his nature,” is nothing more than a nature.
Rather he is nature itself.” *+¢

God is the absolute essence whose intrinsic necessity makes neces-
sary the being of all that is, so that he is absolutely all that is,
just as, in as much as it is, all that it is ‘ necessarily involves the
eternal and infinite essence of God.” ***

Thus, Gilson writes, ““ In the doctrine of Descartes, one may
still wonder if God’s essence involves his existence in himself
or in our mind only; in the Ethics of Spinoza no hesitation
remains possible.” *** Gilson concludes that “ Spinoza’s meta-
physical experiment is the conclusive demonstration of at least
this: that any religious God whose true name is not ‘ He who
is’ is nothing but a myth.” *** And this necessary mythological

145 Gilson, p. 89, emphasis mine,

146 Spinoza’s Bthics quoted in Gilson, p. 101.
147 Gilson, p. 101.

148 Gilsonm, p. 101.

149 Gilson pp. 103-4.
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idea of course opened the door to Deism and the French En-
lightment which saw God as the great “ watchmaker.” In
other words, as Gilson says, “ God became again what he had
already been in the Timaeus of Plato: a Demiurge, the only
difference being that this time, before beginning to arrange
his world, the Demiurge had consulted Newton.” **® In terms
of modern philosophy, Kant really spelled the end of such naive
speculations—at least to the extent that his critiques of pure
and practical reason were not simply ignored.

8. Rahner—Descartes—Spinoza

Though there are significant differences, there are also sig-
nificant ways in which Rahner’s doctrine of God follows the
scheme from Descartes to Spinoza illustrated by Gilson. One
really notable difference is that Rahner’s foundation is more
experience than thought. Yet there is no experience in nuce;
there is only interpreted experience. Indeed Rahner himself
expresses the opinion that although metaphysics is not the
norm for his doctrine of God, it is experience.** For Rahner
metaphysics directs man to the unthematic experience he al-
ready has of God.*** In this sense Rahner clearly acknowledges
that there is no experience in nuce; only interpreted experience.
And it is in this sense that metaphysics is his criterion of truth.
His criterion is and remains being in general as objectified by
man on the basis of his experience of himself and of creation.**®
And the question here concerns what validates objectively our
always subjective interpretation of God acting within the range
of our experience. In what ways, then, can Rahner’s thought
be compared to that of Descartes and Spinoza?

First, in practice Rahner maintains that we know the true
God innately. It should be noted clearly that on one level of
his theology he would deny this, while on another level, to-
ward which he is led by his method, he actually maintains

150 Gilson, p. 107.
151 T 9: 133-36.
15277 9: 138,

153 See text, infra.
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this.*** To the extent that he actually maintains the direct
knowledge of God implied in his concepts of transcendental
revelation and of quasi-formal causality Rahner is compelled
to identify the God of natural theology with the triune God.**®
Insofar as this takes place within his system he actually sub-
verts the centrality for Christian revelation he certainly wished
to establish theoretically. By maintaining in practice that reve-
lation must be identical with the constructs of reason or non-
existent,””® Rahner effects his belief that natural theology and

154 Cf. Molnar, T8, 46, pp. 245-261.

155 See Molnar, TS, 46, pp. 240ff,, esp. n. 57. Rahner’s method forces him
into this position since he must see the Trinity as the highest instance of
being accessible to the metaphysician. Thus, he writes: “ All activities, from
the sheerly material to the innermost life of the Blessed Trinity, are but
modulations of this one metaphysical theme of the one meaning of being:
self-possession, subjectivity,” (HW, p. 49, emphasis, mine). I am stating that
if God is really free—independently existing as the immanent Trinity even in
his economic actions ad ewira—then he factually transcends any idea of
being accessible to the metaphysician and that the truth of metaphyises can-
not simply be identified with the truth of revelation. In other words reason
and philosophy are not useless in the theological enterprise, but neither are
they on a par with revelation as in Rahner’s thought. One’s reasoning and
philosophy are true as their object has independent and objective existence
which can, within due limits, be demonstrated. Thus, I am basically arguing
for what Gilson says: i.e., “ Why should not we keep truth, and keep it whole?
It can be done. But only those can do it who realize that He Who is the God
of the philosophers is HE WHO IS, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and
Jacob,” Gilson, God and Philosophy, p. 144.

156 See text supre and n. 6. Rahner’s statements that there would be
no word of God withotu someone intrinsically capable of hearing it (HW,
p. 168) and that revelation is “an interior quality of the concrete historical
essence of man” (HW, p. 74) bear this out. For the same idea, see Founda-
tions, p. 129 and Molnar, TS, 46, pp. 231ff, esp. n. 15. It would be unfair
to Rahner not to perceive the nuance of his thought. It is not that he
doesn’t realize that the Christian God must be free. For he writes: “ To pre-
vent possible misunderstanding, it should be noted here that grace is the self-
revelation of God unto man. This self-revelation is the foundation and the
final goal of all revelation. But from this results the fact that revelation,
without detriment to its free origin, iz an interior quality of the concrete
historical essence of man.” He really thinks this concept of revelation main-
tains God’s freedom. The problem is that once revelation is conceptualized
as part of the essence of man it factually loses the freedom for which I have
argued. So while Rahner argues that “man . .. can never integrate God as
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revelation theology investigate the same object. Indeed this
is the very reason he gives for identifying the immanent and
economic Trinity.® If Gilson’s argument presented above 1s
correct, however, we must say that inasmuch as Yahweh alone
is God, this thinking is questionable. A theology in which rea-
son is subordinate to this particular God would investigate in
practice the meaning of experience in light of knowledge of
the Creator God who is totally inaccessible to human insight
apart from his free naming of himself. For this relevation to be
recognizable philosophically or theologically it would have to
be categorized as a free act on the same level as God’s action
as Creator. For this reason a clear and sharp distinction be-
tween philosophy and theology would have to be maintained—
a distinction which would not necessarily follow from an ex-
perience of “ absolute being.” Such a distinction would stem
not from experience or reflection but from the very nature of
the God revealed to Moses and known within the context of
biblical faith. Although we have noted that Rahner does in-
deed describe God as free, we have also shown that his method
forces him to be unable to make this kind of clear and sharp

a disposable element into his self-comprehension,” (HW, pp. 74-5) this kind
of integration actually takes place because he believes he can deduce the
meaning of grace and revelation from examining man’s spiritual experiences
philosophically and theologically. Thus, Rahner can maintain quite clearly
that God is free and at the same time write: “God is posited, too, with the
same necessity as this pre-concept,” (HW, p. 63) when speaking of human
knowledge of God and that revelation “ has its existence in man’s own con-
scious thought and hence is subject to the a priori structure of human
knowledge.” TI 11 [New York: Seabury, 1974], “ Reflections on Methodology
in Theology,” 68-114, at 91. My point is that a revelation of God subject to
the mind of man in this way constitutes a synthesis of the objects of philo-
sophical and theological investigation and factually denies the freedom for
God which Rahner, as a theologian, intended to maintain.

157 Cf, Molnar, 78, 46, p. 249 “ He believes that this identification avoids
a merely formal reconciliation of one and three . . . Moreover, his so identify-
ing emphasizes that the Trinity and its two processions, together with the
two self-communications of God ad ewire in a ‘real formal causality cor-
responding to the two processions,” do not come between our natural knowl-
edge and the absolute mystery of God,” p. 249. Cf. also TT 4: 72 for this
idea.
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distinction. This, because his doctrine of God is based on the
idea that philosophy and theology are already one in their
presumed common quest of being in an absolute sense.*® Thus,
for Rahner, what “ we call God,” on the basis of our religious ex-
perience really is God. In fact, however, there is a real conflict
here which this claim overlooks, namely, that the God of Moses,
Paul, and the Johannine community and the Synoptic writers
and He alone, revealed Himself as “ He who is ”. And the con-
flict ensues from the simple fact that this particular God was
not a naturally known God corresponding with our innate ideas
of absolute being.

Second, Rahner then describes the Creator/creature relation
as mutually necessary and mutually conditioning since this is
true of any naturally known god who is in fact identical [dis-
tinct in degree, but not in kind] with the sphere of creation as
its ““absolutely distant term.” To that extent one does not
really need to know Christ to know the Creator God, true
revelation or God’s free grace. This may be why Rahner argues
that all of these realities are “ embedded * in creation in one
way or another. But as he does this Rahner cannot clearly
distinguish the “elements” one from another with any con-
sistency and indeed he thinks of grace at times as identical
with our own human dynamisms.**®* To the extent that this
difficulty exists within Rahner’s thought it is clearly concom-
mitent with the conclusion of Spinoza illustrated above.*®

158 See text, supre nn. 30, 33, 35 and 72. He must do this of course be-
cause he is being faithful to one of the six ontological necessities he thinks
applies to the being of the Christian God in his self-revelation, ie., “ the
necessity for all being to agree ontologically with its origin,” Molnar, TS,
46, p. 242.

159 See text, pp. 8, 13-25. This is why Rahner can write that grace is an
“inner . .. dynamism toward the beatific vision,” (717, 4: 61). I would say
that grace may allow us to make sense of our human spiritual dynamisms in
a way that relates us to God toward whom we move eschatologically in the
present. But that very recognition would preclude describing that grace as
a dynamism which in itself remains always human and to that extent
ambiguous.

160 See text, supre. This is also where Deism began to think about God.
See Gilson pp. 104ff. Compare Spinoza’s view with Rahner’s statement that
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Third, Rahner’s thought about God reaches its logical con-
clusion in his theories of the anonymous Christian, in his
explanation of creation as the paradigm of a possible utterance
of God,'** and in his identifying the immanent and economic

God is the “single whole of reality,” above, p. 5. The rest of his theology
works out the logic of this insight. What makes Rahner’s theology so diffi-
cult is his simultaneous insistence that God is really free and his various
theoretical attempts to show this. The problem to which I have called at-
tention, however, is that once the Christian God is conceived under the meta-
physical idea of absolute being an inadmissible synthesis of matural theology
and revealed theology has taken place and God’s actual freedom is not
maintained.

161 See, e.g., T1 4: 115, 116; T1 11: 215-229, “ Christology in the Setting
of Modern Man’s Understanding of Himself and of His World,” p. 225; T/
5: 157-192, “ Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World” pp.
177-8. Compare to TI 4: 231ff. This corresponds exactly with Rahner’s
philosophy of the symbol. Because sign and thing signified are mutually
necessary for Rahmer all of his descriptions of creation manifest the same
difficulty.

Cf. for e.g. TI 11: 220 where he writes: “. . . the creation, considered as
the constitution of the non-divine ‘out of nothing,’ is revealed as the prior
setting and condition for the supreme possibility of his [God’s] imparting
of himself” This idea is exactly what leads Rahner to draw similar con-
clusions regarding grace. In 7T 6: 71-79, “ Philosophy and Theology,” pp. 72-
3 Rahner writes: “ Grace exists . . . by being the divinising condition of the
latter [the person], and hence presupposes and incorporates into itself the
whole reality of this person as the condition of its own possibility and makes
it part of the factors of its own concrete being.” Thus, for Rahner Philosophy
is a “condition of the possibility of theology” (TI 6: 71). The problem
here is that in his description of creation and of grace Rahner has denied
God’s freedom. For Rahner God actually needs an addressee and recipient
of his grace: “ Grace, understood as the absolute self-communication of God
himself, must always presuppose as a condition of its own possibility (in order
to be itself) someone to whom it can address itself and someone to whom it is
not owed,” TI 6: 75). The same is true of Revelation: “ Accordingly, it must
be said that since revelation is a moment in this free self-opening-out by gra-
tuitous grace, it presupposes as a condition of its own possibility the one to
whom it is not owed” (7TI 6: 75). In this paper I have argued that if
the God of scripture is really free then the fact that there are creatures at
all and creatures who are in fact recipients of God’s revelation and grace is
and remains a miraculous creation of his free love in any given situation. It
cannot therefore be described symbolically as an instance of creaturely being
at all as Rahner believes. Similarly if Rahner had envisioned this kind of
freedom for God he could not have deseribed creation as the paradigm of a
“ possible ” utterance of God. But inasmuch Rahner actually holds that
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Trinity. While Rahner offers lengthy and profound explana-
tions of God’s freedom, his practical explanation of creation
absorbs God’s essence into his creative function.*** To the ex-
tent that Rahner believes creation can be explained as a self-
validating reality and that the Creator/creature relationship
can be described as one of mutual conditioning, it is impossible
for God really to be free to create or not, to reveal himself or
not and still be God. Again, without wishing to deny the free-
dom of the Christian God, Rahner’s method, which attempts
a synthesis of the triune God and the god of natural theology,
leads him into the same predicament as Descartes. By actually
maintaining these two presuppositions throughout his system
Rahner certainly appears to have done the very thing for which
Gilson criticized Descartes: He reduced the God of the bible
to the condition of a philosophical principle and then reunited
his concept of the trinitarian self-revelation with this principle.
Rahner’s attempt to make this synthesis more viable for
modern man than the Scholastic notion of mystery as some-
thing unknown which makes itself known to faith, reveals the
conflicts that actually exist between Rahner’s reconstruction
of his concept of mystery based on an experience open to every-
one and the traditional attempt to distinguish sharply the
object of philosophical (absolute being) and theological (the
immanent Trinity revealed) reflection.

On these three points we can at least say that the content of
Rahner’s doctrine of God is regulated by his philosophy of

creation is the “condition ” for God’s utterance ad extra, creaturely self-
experience which is thought to be self-validating then becomes the determinant
of what is possible for both God (defined as absolute being) and for crea-
tures (defined as finite existents). And that is exactly the problem in Rahner’s
doctrine of God as it concerns revelation and grace which we have tried to
highlight. See also TI 9: 134. For Rahner creation is the “condition for
the possibility,” of God’s revelation and the “grammar” of his self-expres-
sion ad exira.

162 See text. It is Rahner’s claim that creation is a self-explaining fact
that leads to all his other assertions. The most obvious fact which confirms
all of this is his description of the creature and Creator relationship as
mutually conditioning, above.
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being based on experience and explained in Christian categories.
Though Rahner certainly did not intend it, the creatio ex
nthilo, the Mosaic revelation, and the grace of God revealed
in Christ become factually and existentially unnecessary to
man’s self-understanding within creation. This, because these
Christian categories are merely categorical articulations of
what is already innate in our experiences of self-transcendence.
Thus, Rahner in fact re-defines the Chalcedonian unio, the
doctrine of creation, and the doctrines of incarnation, grace
and glory to conform to his philosophy of being. And by doing
this he frequently synthesizes the being of God with the innate
movements of the creature as illustrated above. His symbolic
Christology is the supreme manifestation of this.*®

163 See e.g. TI 4: 235ff. and Rahner’s various pieces on Christology, in-
cluding Chapter 6 of Foundations. For instance Rahner writes: * The
theology of the Logos is strictly a theology of the symbol, and indeed the
supreme form of it,” 7T 4: 235. The problem obviously is that since symbols
must express themselves to be themselves and because the symbol is full of
the thing symbolized there can be no real freedom for God before or after
creation or incarnation. He, as the supreme instance of symbolic ontology,
must conform to these principles. But as this is the case, he cannot in fact
be free. On this point see esp. T 4: 227ff. In fact, because Rahner makes his
doctrine of God and Christology conform to these principles of symbolic
ontology, he cannot even begin to distinguish creature and Creator and even
ends by confusing the humanity and divinity of Christ and Christ with
creatures (77 4: 236ff.). The following statement is analyzed at length in
Molnar, T8, 46, pp. 248ff.: “It is because God ‘must’ ‘express’ himself
inwardly that he can also utter himself outwardly; the finite created utter-
ance ad exira is a continuation of the immanent constitution of ‘image and
likeness’. . .” (236-7). The problem with this is that he had previously
described the functions of image and likeness as necessities corresponding
with the functioning of symbols. And if God must express himself inwardly
and that function is “continued ” in creation and incarnation, then God must
create and must communicate himself to the creature in grace. Thus, despite
Rahner’s insistence that God is free—inasmuch as he has substituted ex-
perience of absolute being for God, it is clear that this “ God” is not free
but subject to his principles of metaphysical ontology, i.e., all beings are
symbolic because they must express themselves and the symbol is essentially
constituted by what is symbolized so that they are mutually dependent. But,
as noted in the text, Rahner has only described the term of human experi-
ence in this way. He has not described the being of God, i.e., the immanent
Trinity.
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An obvious question which unfortunately is beyond the
scope of the present paper is: what can keep a philosophical
theologian from the difficulties encounted by Descartes, Spinoza,
the Deists, the Enlightenment generally and Rahner? *** We
can only suggest that the answer to this predicament may
lie in perceiving that the differences between a Gilsonian
Thomist and a transcendental Thomist may arise from the
deeper question of the relationship between faith and under-
standing as seen In light of scripture. For Gilson the answer
was to be found in an actual recognition of God’s free self-
revelation. Rahner says the same thing, but his method does
not maintain the kind of freedom for God’s action that Gil-
son’s method does. Gilson apparently meant to allow Yahweh
the freedom to determine the truth of our ideas. He did this
by never claiming that the ideas have this truth in themselves.
Not even the idea of the supernatural can guarantee that we
have spoken of a truly transcendent other. In fact he really
meant what he said when he wrote: “ Why should not we keep
truth, and keep it whole? It can be done. But only those can
do it who realize that He Who is the God of the philosophers
is HE WHO IS, the God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob.” 1%
And if this is true, then we really need to know what Yahweh
did in Israel, in Christ and the Spirit, before we can distinguish

16¢ It is important to note that the problem here is a methodological one.
Perhaps this is the key difference between a Gilsonian Thomist and a trans-
cendental Thomist. Rahner begins his treatment of mystery (T 4) by insist-
ing that ratio is the way mystery is assured (p. 41) and proceeds to ascribe
revelation and grace to the kmowing subject in its reflection on its term.
This appears to be what “ Scholastic” school theology wished to avoid in
order not to claim that creation was a self-evident fact as Rahmner does (71
3: 24-34, “ Thoughts on the Theology of Christmas,” (p. 32). Rather, crea-
tion found its basis in the God of the Christian faith, i.e., “He who is.” For
that reason creation really was seen as not mecessary to God and it was
further seen that God could not truly be recognized by identifying the mnec-
essary movements of creaturely being with His inner being which is free.
This thought is most clearly expressed in Gilson’s analysis above. I believe
this insight applies to knowledge of God as well as to knowledge of revela-
tion, faith and grace.

165 Gilson, p. 144.













































































































































































































































































































































