SCRIPTURAL GROUNDS FOR CONCRETE
MORAL NORMS

(5 ]

1. Is Moral Theology Really Theology?

30 BE CHRISTIAN theology moral theology ought to
be firmly grounded in the Bible as understood in the liv-
_ing tradition of the Church. Yet the moralist who asks
help from the biblicist today is likely to be met with a host of
objections! I will mention eight I have encountered:

1) Attempts to develop a biblical theology unified by some
central concept such as covenant, promise and fulfillment, sal-
vation history, or liberation have all broken down. The Bible
contains many diverse, even contradictory, or at least dialec-
tically opposed theologies and ethical perspectives. To har-
monize them is to distort them.?

1 See Charles B, Curran and Richard A. MecCormick, S.J., eds., The Use of
Seriptures in Moral Theology (Readings in Moral Theology No. 4. New
York: Paulist, 1984) for a representative selection of essays, and Robert
J. Daly, S8.J. in cooperation with J. A. Fischer, C.M., T. J. Keegan, O.P,,
A. J. Tambasco, L. J. Topel, 8.J., and F. E. Schuele, Christian Biblical Bthics
From BRBiblical Revelation {to Contemporary Ohristion Prawis, Method and
Content (New York: Paulist, 1984) for a more systematic argument. In these
notes these will be referred to as US and CBE. See also William C. Spohn,
8.J., What Are They Seyimg About Seripiure and Hihics? (New York:
Paulist, 1983) ; David Kelsey, Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1975); and Bruce C. Birch and Larry Rasmussen, Bible
and Hthics in the Christian Life (Ddlinneapolis: Augsburg, 1976). Valuable
hermeneutical suggestions will be found in Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Moral
Teaching of the New Testament (New York: Seabury, 1973) and the two
works of Pierre Grelot, Sens Chrétien de UAncien Testament 2nd ed. (Paris:
Desclee, 1962) and Problemes de Morale Fondamentale: Un éclairage biblique
(Paris: Cerf, 1982) and the essays in M. Gilbert, J. I’Hour and J. Scharbet,
Morale et Ancien Testament, (Université Catholique du Louvain, 1976).

2 See H. G. Reventlow, Problems of QOld Testament Theology in the Twen-
tieth Century (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985, pp. 44-65; 125-133, and



2 BENEDICT M. ASHLEY, 0.P.

2) The predominant literary form of the Bible which holds
it together is narrative. How then can we draw moral principles
from such narratives? To treat them as cautionary tales with
an obvious moral does great injustice to their psychological
richness and moral ambiguity.?

8) The Bible primarily uses not a literal but a symbolic type
of language appropriate to the mysteries it reveals. These sym-
bols or images can mold ethical attitudes and affections but
they cannot be reduced to literal concrete moral norms with-
out danger of distortion.*

4) Granted that both Testaments contain many prescriptive
statements, they are so embedded in their historical contexts
and so related to situations that are now cobsolete, that it is
impossible to believe they oblige us today. Can we really be-
lieve that women must be veiled (I Cor 11:10) or that slaves
should obey their masters (T12:9)?°

5) The early Church, and perhaps Jesus himself, expected
the eschaton within a lifetime. Consequently, the New Testa-
ment provides only an “ interim ethics ” which is useless as a
guide in a continuing sinful world.®

6) We read in Ephesians 2:15 that Jesus “in his own flesh

John H. Hayes and Frederick Prussner, Old Testament Theology: Its Naiure
and Development (Atlanta: John Knox, 1985), especially pp. 254-279 for a
discussion of the search for a unifying concept for the Bible and its present
status.

8 James A. Fischer, C.M., “ Story and Image”, CBE, pp. 156-169.

4 CBE, pp. 289-295,

5 Thus James M. Gustafson, in an influential article, *“ The Place of Serip-
ture in Christian Ethics: A Methodological Study > (US, pp. 151-177) dis-
tinguishes the uses of Scripture as moral law, as moral ideal, as moral
analogy, and finally what he calls its “loose™ use to inspire reflection on
current problems. He is especially critical of the first method and gives pref-
erence to the last.

6“To put the matter most sharply, Jesus does not provide a valid ethics
for today. His ethical teaching is interwoven with his imminent eschatology
to such a degree that every attempt to separate the two and to draw out
only the ethical thread invariably and inevitably pulls loose strands of the
eschatology, so that both yarns are ruined.” Jack T. Sanders, US, p. 62. See
also his book, Fthics in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975).
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abolished (katargesas) the Law with its commands and pre-
cepts, to create in himself one new man.” Is it not the whole
tenor of St. Paul’s teaching that the Gospel frees us not only
from the Old Law but from every ethical system in order that
we may follow Christ in spontaneous gratitude for what he has
done forus? ’

7) Liberation theology, feminist theology, and deconstruc-
tionism are all making us aware the Bible must be read with a
“ hermeneutic of suspicion ” which exposes the political and so-
cial biases of the biblical writers and of the church officials who
canonized their works. Consequently, we must look for a
“ canon within the canon ” which expresses the essence of the
original Gospel as Jesus taught and lived it and frees it from
many of the precepts which reflect institutionalizing distortions
of that Gospel.®

8) Are we not making a mistake if we read the Scriptures as
prescriptive rather than as parenetic? Are they not really in-
tended to motivate us sincerely to follow our own consciences?
If so, then does it not seem that the scriptural precepts only
represent the common ethics of New Testament times, and to-
day must be replaced by the equivalent ethics of our own
times? °

7 See James M. Gustafson, Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Pros-
pects for Rapprochment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), pp.
1-29.

8 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, “Toward a TFeminist Biblical Interpreta-
tion ”, US, pp. 354-382 and Bread Not Stomne: The Challenge of Feminist
Biblical Interpretations (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985). On deconstructionism
see Hugh J. Silverman and Don Thde, eds. Hermeneutics & Deconstruction
(Albany: State University of New York, 1985) and Mark C. Taylor, Decon-
structing Theology (Chicago: Crossroads, CA: Scholars Press, 1982). On
Iiberation theology hermeneutics see José Miranda, Marx and the Bible
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Press, 1874) and José Severino Croatto, Ezodus: A
Hermeneutics of Freedom (same, 1981).

9 See article of Bruno Schiiller, 3.J., in DCE, pp. 207-233, followed by the
criticism of James Gaffney, “On Parenesis and Fundamental Moral Theology *,
Journal of Religious Ethics, 11 (1983): 23-24, and discussion of Richard A.
MecCormick, S.J., “ Notes on Moral Theology , Theological Studies, 45 (1984) :
80 ff.
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If these objections are sustained, what becomes of traditional
moral theology, which aimed to provide concrete moral norms
for the assistance of preachers and confessors in guiding the
congsciences of Christians?

2. Jesus and the Torah

What is odd about the objections I have listed is that, while
today we constantly emphasize the historicity of the Scriptures,
we so often neglect to ask ourselves whence Jesus and Paul
historically derived their own moral teaching. Did they present
is as simply new or as the culmination of a long tradition?

Most moralists concerned with the revision of moral theology
are in agreement today that the fundamental principle of Chris-
tian ethics must be Jesus himself—his teachings and his ex-
emplification of his own teachings.*® Christian ethics is an imi-
tatio Chrisit in the fullest and deepest sense because Christian
life is an incorporation in Christ, a participation by grace in his
life and the life of his Body, the Church. St. Paul urges us to
live #n Christo, and to imitate Paul as Paul imitates our Lord
(2 Cor :17; 2 Th 8:7-9; Gal 6:14-17) . Thus the fundamental
norm of Christian ethics is not an abstract ideal, but an existen-
tial, historical person.

How then did Jesus live? If the imitatio is to be truly prac-
tical, something more than pious jargon, it must be based on
a concrete pattern, a way of life which excludes certain kinds
of action and promotes others. Of course the Christian today
cannot copy the life of Jesus in a absolutely literal manner (al-
though saints like Francis of Assisi came pretty close). Never-
theless, in adapting themselves to the conditions of modern life
Christians must still walk the same road that Jesus walked, a
“straight and narrow way ” (Mt 7:18-14). In fact the early
Christians were first identified as those who were “living ac-
cording to the new way ” (Acts 9:1).

10 See Louis B. Gillon, 0.P., Ohrist and Moral Theology (Staten Island:
NY: Alba House, 1967) and the theses of Heinz Schiirmann, in the report
“The Actual Import of the Moral Norms of the New Testament”, US; pp.
78-104.
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The picture given us in the Gospel of this “ new way” of
Jesus is, of course, incomplete. But one thing is certain: Jesus
was a faithful Jew whose life was shaped by the observance of
the Torah, as well as by the rest of the Old Testament.*
Hence in trying to place before us the figure of the Incarnate
Word as the goal, the model, and the source of Christian life
we must began with the fundamental fact that Jesus is the
summation of the Old Testament, the realization of all the
values of the Law, the prophets, and the writings. He is the
New Adam—the True Human, Ecce Homo!

Of course the teachings of Jesus as recorded in the canonical
Seriptures do not provide us with a detailed system of ethics.
Even the Sermon on the Mount in its Matthaean version does
not claim to be a complete moral code. Nor do the other New
Testament writings supply such a code. Instead they interpret
the “ Scriptures ”, which for them meant the Old Testament
centering in the Torah, which comprises a complete, detailed
code of life in which the rabbis came to discern no less that 613
precepts, 365 negative, 248 positive.'?

For the Jews this Torah (“instruction ” rather than “law )
was and 1s the heart of the canonical Scriptures. The prophets
and writings, including the wisdom literature, serve as a kind
of context and commentary for the Torah which has only to be
completed by what is thought to be the oral tradition recorded
in the Talmud. Thus from a Jewish point of view the unity of
the Scriptures is to be found in the Torah'® Of course the
Torah itself contains many varied strands of tradition but its

11 On the Jewishness of Jesus see Samuel Sandmel, We Jews and Jesus
(Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1967); also E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985).

12 See Moses Maimonides, The Commandments (Sefer Ha-Mitzvoth) 2 vols.
trans. by C. B. Chavel (London/New York: Soncinco Press, 1967); and The
Guide of the Perpleved, trans by Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1963) III, 25-50, pp. 502-617, for the medieval systematization
of the Torah.

13 On the role of the Pentateuch in the Hebrew canon, see the dissertation
of Daniel Patte, Early Jewish Hermeneutic in Palestine, (Missoula, Montana:
Society of Biblical Literature and Scholars Press, 1975, pp. 19-30.
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editors intended these to be taken synthetically and this proc-
ess of synthesis has been continued in the oral tradition of
interpretation.

Jesus was a Jew preaching to Jews and so in large measure
were the other New Testament writers. Thus the New Testa-
ment confirms the permanent validity of the ethical system of
the Torah as interpreted by Jesus. Jesus’s criticism of the
Pharisees was not aimed at their fidelity to the Torah. He says,
“'The scribes and Pharisees occupy the chair of Moses. You
must therefore do what they tell you and listen to what they
say.” (Mt 28:8)** He criticized them f{or hypocrisy, for
scrupulosity about the lighter matters of the Law while neglect-
ing its weightier commandments or distorting them by legalistic
interpretations, and for their contempt for the common people
ignorant of the Law; but not for defending the Law.

Since there were various schools of interpretation, Jesus
could give his own interpretation of the Law from within the
Law. Moreover, attentive examination of the occasions on
which Jesus is accused of breaking the Law reveals that accord-
ing to his own interpretation, not necessarily discordant with
that of some other rabbis, he was always careful to observe it
even to the letter.*

What was special to Jesus’ interpretation of the Law, as is
clear from the sayings on divorce (Mk 106: 2-12; Mt 5:31-32;
19:8-12)) is that he regarded the Law of Moses as an imper-
fect law given by God “ because of your stubbornness” (Mt
19:8) and declared that with the coming of the Messianic age
which he was announcing the original law of God given in

14 See B. Lindars, “ Jesus and the Pharisees ” in Donum Gentilicium: New
Testament Studies in Honor of David Daube, ed. by E. Bammel, C. K. Barrett
and W. D. Davies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), pp. 51-63.

15 See the massive work of J. D. M. Derrett, Law in the New Testament
(London: Darton, Longman and Todd: 1970), especially the Preface, pp.
ix-xlvi. Recently Malcolm Lowe and David Flusser, “A Modified Proto-Mat-
thean Synoptic Theory”, New Testament Studies, 29 (1983): 25-47 have
pointed out how carefully Jesus avoided breaking the Sabbath when he asked
the cripple to stretch out his hand but did not stretch out his own to touch
him!
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creation was to be restored. It was this mode of Torah inter-
pretation that warranted St. Paul’s later contention that the
Gentiles were not bound by the particularities of the Mosaic
Law, while at the same time Paul continued to instruct Chris-
tians in a more universal and perfect morality.*

Thus the first, second, and sixth difliculties respectively con-
cerning the unity of biblical moral teaching, its narrative form,
and its abolition of the Gospel can be resolved by taking the
Torah, interpreted and perfected by Jesus, as a divinely ap-
proved system of concrete ethical preseriptions which is per-
manently valid because it reflects the original intentions of God
which are now once again binding on those who would enter
His Kingdom “ on earth as it is in heaven ” (Mt 6:10).

This suggested solution, however, makes all the more acute
the third and fourth difficulties about the historicity and
eschatological context of this New Testament ethics. The
Torah itself is a product of historical development and has been
subject to constant reinterpretation. Nevertheless, this neces-
sity of reinterpretation does not invalidate its prescriptive force
or the genuine continuity of its ethical truth. Valid interpre-
tations, like those of Jesus and Paul, demand that such precepts
be taken with complete seriousness, although not with blind
literalism. Rather, the interpreter should try te uncover the
true purpose of God (as Jesus did with the divorce law and
St. Paul with the circumcision law (Rom 4:11), freeing this
from its conditioning by particular historical circumstances so
as to give it a more universal formulation.'’

For example, the correct way to deal with those directives of

16 See W. D. Davies, Jewish and Pauline Studies (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984) ¢. 6, “Paul and the Law: Reflections on Pitfalls in Interpretation”,
pp. 91-122 gives a very balanced discussion (cf. also pp. 278-288 on “The
Moral Teaching of the Early Church”).

17 Cf. W. D. Davies, Torah in the Messianic Age and/or the World to Come
(Philadelphia: Society of Biblical Literature, 1952). Davies shows that some
of the Jews believed the Law would be perfect and universalized in the Mes-
sianic Age. See also E. P, Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 18977) and Peul, the Law, and the Jewish People (same, 1983).
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St. Paul that seems to derogate from the equal dignity of
women is not to dismiss them as obsolete or as a mere reflec-
tion of sexist patriarchal culture, but rather to seek in them the
perennial ethical principles to which Paul gave a particular ap-
plication which may no longer be appropriate in our times.*®

Thus in St. Paul’s Epistle to Philemon sending a runaway
slave back to his master, an action which today would be
rightly considered unjust, we discover Paul’s permanently valid
teaching on human brotherhood: “that you might possess him
forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved
brother ” (Phlm 16) .**

The sixth and seventh difficulties concern a similar herme-
neutic issue. To the question about the need for a “ herme-
neutic of suspicion ” I concede that it is important in reading
the Scriptures for moral instruction, as in reading any text, to
consider the biases of the author and to read between the lines,
because what is not said is sometimes as important as what is
said. But the Scriptures are not only the work of human
authors, they are the work of God as principal author. The no-
tion of a “ canon within the canon ” cannot be received except
in the very qualified sense that some portions of Scripture are
especially clear and provide clues to interpret the more ob-
scure.”

What must be especially avoided in studying the ethical

18 If we accept the restricted view of the corpus of authentic letters of Paul,
his supposed anti-feminism is largely eliminated except for I Cor 14:34-45
and this may be an interpolation; see Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, O.P., “In-
terpolations in I Corinthians”, in Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 48 (Jan.,
1986) : 81-94. Nevertheless, such interpolations and the rest of the Pauline
letters are canonical and autheritative.

19 For a recent discussion of the Epistle to Philemon in its sociological
setting see Norman R. Petersen, Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the Soci-
ology of Paul's Narrative World (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985, who
in his conclusion suggests that behind Paul’s rhetoric is also a threat of
excommunication (p. 302).

20 Bevard 8. Childs, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction (Phila-
delphia: Tortress, 1984), pp. 3-47, discusses current views on the theclogical
significance of the canon.
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teaching of the Scriptures is to refuse to subject the pre-under-
standings we necessarily bring to reading them, including our
political and ideological commitments, to correction by the
Scriptures. Unfortunately some writers today seem to begin
with a conviction that they are on the side of the oppressed so
that anyone who disagrees with them, even St. Paul, is an op-
pressor. Rather, it is necessary to listen to God’s judgments
through the Scriptures. The God of justice and mercy alone
has the wisdom to define justice.

The third objection that scriptural language is symbolic,
metaphorical, parabolic and therefore loses its rich meaning if
reduced to literal norms neglects the plain fact that the Bible
contains both metaphorical and literal modes of language which
complement each other. In the law codes of the Pentateuch
there are scores of concrete, literal prescriptions, yet in these
same codes it is obvious that many of the liturgical precepts as
well as curious taboos such as the thrice repeated “ You shall
not boll a kid in its mother’s milk ” (Ex 28:19; 34:26; Dt
14:21) must also be interpreted metaphorically.

Jesus of course expressed much of his feaching in parables
for the sake of the crowds, but we are told that he interpreted
these parables quite literally to the Twelve (Mk 4:1-20).
Moreover, very plainly some of the parables illustrate concrete
moral norms, such as the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats
(Mt 25:31-46) which clearly enforces the commands to care for
the poor, the stranger, and the prisoner, or of the Rich Farmer
(Lk 12:16-21) which condemns avarice, or of the Pharisee and
the Tax Collector (Lk 18:9-14) which inculcates humility

Finally, the thesis that the Scriptures are not prescriptive but
parenetic empties them of any prophetic power to correct the
accepted morality of our or any other culture. Surely the
wisdom literature teaches us that discernment of the true way
of life is a divine gift not a merely human ethics.*® Recently

21 See Pheme Perkins, Hearing the Parables of Jesus (New York: Paulist,
1981) on their ethical role.

22 On meanings of “ Wisdom ” see Roland E. Murphy, 0.Carm., Wisdom
Literature and Psalms (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), pp. 29-36.
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there has been much controversy among moralists as to whether
there can be a specifically Christian ethics.® It is argued that
the biblical precepts can be duplicated in other religions and
philosophies. But ethics as a practical discipline is not speci-
fied by its concrete precepts which concern the means to the end
of action, but by the end itself. The biblical goal of life is
eternal life with the Father through the Son by the gift of the
Spirit (Rom 8:16-17), a goal unique to Christian ethics.

3. The Virtues

The precepts of Scripture, however, do not of themselves
constitute a complete ethics without considering the virtues or
character which they form and express, because as Jesus
teaches, “ A good tree brings forth good fruit ” (Mt 7:17) *

In the Old Testament we find emphasis on such key virtues
as righteousness (sedeq), mercy (hesed), and fidelity (emet);
but it is clear from Jesus’ teaching on the Great Commandment
(Mk 12:28-34) and from Paul’s discourse in 1 Cor 13 that love
(agape equivalent to hesed) is the supreme Christian virtue
extending to both God and neighbor, and even to enemies
(Mt :44). Directly related to it are faith and hope. These
three, traditionally called the theological virtues, have always
been regarded in the history of moral theology as providing
the specifying form of Christian ethics and with full biblical
warrant.®®

28 For a selection of essays on this questions sec Charles E. Curran and
Richard A. McCormick, S. J., eds., The Distinctivenes of Christian Ethics
(Readings in Moral Theology, No. 2), (New York: Paulist, 1980) which will
be referred to as DCE. See also Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus,
{Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1983), vol. 1, pp. 606-609 and the
bibliography in his notes pp. 624 f.

24 Stanley Hauerwas in Vision and Virtue (Notre Dame: Fides, 1974) and
Character and Christian Life (same, 1975) criticized the tendency to reduce
Christian ethics to the decision-making process and since them American
moralists are giving more attention to the topic of the virtues. The best
treatment of them remains C. Spieq, O.P., Theologie Morale du Nouveau
Testament, 2 vols (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1965) which, however, has never been
translated into English.

25 Jbid I, 29-380; 11, 481-566.
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More problematic are the traditional four cardinal virtues:
temperance, fortitude, justice, and prudence derived from
Plato, reinterpreted by Aristotle, and transmitted by the
Stoics.”® They are referred to in the Bible only in one verse of
Wisdom (8:7) in which it is said that Wisdom  teaches
temperance and prudence, justice and fortitude, and nothing in
life is more useful than these.”; but this one reference in a very
late work marked by Greek influence is hardly enough to give
them capital importance in biblical tradition.

Nevertheless, the traditional use of the four cardinal virtues
as organizing principles for ethics can be justified, I believe, by
the following considerations. Prudence is the equivalent of the
“ wisdom ” constantly praised in the Old Testament as a gift
of God without which a righteous life is impossible. Jesus and
Paul add that in the Messianic age such wisdom is given even
to “ the little ones ” by the indwelling Holy Spirit. “On one
occasion Jesus spoke thus:’ Father, Lord of heaven and earth,
to you I offer praise, for what you have hidden from the
learned and clever you have revealed to the merest children ”
(Mt. 11:25) . St. Paul writes to the Corinthians (1 Cor 1:26-
27), “ Not many of you are wise, as men account wisdom, not
many are influential; and surely not many are well-born. God
chose those whom the world considers absurd to shame the
wise ” and goes on to say (2:15) “the spiritual man . . . can
appraise everything, though he himself can be appraised by
no one.”

Justice 1s, of course, a central theme of both the Old and the
New Testament and is necessarily included in the very notion
of “love of neighbor ”, especially as this is formulated in the
Golden Rule, “Treat others the way you would have them
treat you: this sums up the law and the prophets ” (Mt 7:12).
Thus the Bible constantly exhorts and guides us to respect the

26 In Plato and the Stoics they are gemeral qualities of a virtuous person
which qualify all his acts. For Aristotle they are specific virtues facilitating
those acts which deal with the major difficulties of human life. See Thomas
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q.61, 2a.3 and 4.
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rights of others and to do so with a practical wisdom (prud-
ence) which exceeds mere legalism.

The mystery of the Cross illumines the central place among
the Christian virtues of martyrdom and the patient endurance
of suffering for the sake of Jesus, that is, of fortitude, and with
1t of non-violence rather than the aggressiveness which pre-
dominated in the Greek notion of the virtue. Finally. the celi-
bacy of Jesus, his teaching on marriage and divorce, as well as
St. Paul’s celibacy and his pastoral instructions (e.g. 1 Cor
6:12-7:40) make clear that temperance in the form of chastity,
whether married, virginal, or celibate, has a special Christian
character.

Still more problematic is the traditional view originating with
St. Augustine that the theological and cardinal virtues are com-
pleted by the gifis of the Holy Spirit, the beatitudes, and the
fruits of the Spirit (Gal 5:22-23) . According to Aquinas * the
fruits are acts of the virtues and the beatitudes are perfect
fruits that proceed from the virtues operating under the in-
fluence of the gifts. The gifts, which are to be distinguished
from the special gifts of ministry (gratice gratis datee) men-
tioned by Paul in I Cor 12, are prophesied in Isaiah 11:2-3 (cf.
Rev 5:6) as proper to the Messiah. They are, again according
to Aquinas,” shared by all Christians through baptism so as to
facilitate the other virtues by rendering the Christian docile to
the guidance of the Holy Spirit in order that he or she may act
in a divine, rather than a merely human mode, since only a
divine way of acting can lead surely to the divinization of
eternal life with God.

This theory of the gifts is of considerable importance in the
history of spiritual theology.” To neglect it would be to rein-
force the disastrous separation of moral from ascetic and mysti-

27 Summe Theologine, I-11, qq.69 and 70.

28 Thid. ¢.68.

29 Article “ Dors du Saint-Ksprit” by G. Bardy, F. Vandenbroucke, A.
Rayez, M. Labourdette and C. Bernard, Dictionnaire de Spirituelité, iii, cols.
1579-1639 gives the history of the theological role of the Gifts and is of the
opinion this should not be exaggerated.
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cal theology which took place in the post-Tridentine period.
The biblical foundations of the theory, however, appear weak,
especially as to the number seven of the gifts which is not
found in the Hebrew text where only six are enumerated.

Nevertheless, this difficulty is not insuperable. There can be
no doubt that in promising the Paraclete (Jn 16:4-16) Jesus
also promised that the outpouring of the Holy Spirit which
had been prophesied as a feature of the Messianic Age (Is 2:2;
44:3; J1 8:1-5; Acts 2:14-36) was about to begin. The early
Church experienced the distinction between the observance of
the commandments in the human mode of dutiful obedience
and the Spirit-inspired and facilitated fulfillment of them with
profound msight and joy. St. Paul constantly urges his flock
to grow to Christian maturity and docility to the Spirit (Rom
8-17; Gal. 3:2-5, etc.) Thus the numbering and classification
of the gifts is less significant than the fact they are given in the
plenitude symbolized by the number seven. Actual reference to
the varicus qualities of action and insight assigned to the tradi-
tional seven names of the gifts can be found scattered through
both Testaments.

These virtues which the scholastics classified, but which are
already present in less systematic form in the New Testament
{with a grounding in the Old), are of course existentialized in
Jesus as the New Adam. The émitatio Christi should not be
conceived as a mere Pelagian effort to copy a model, but con-
sists in a participation through the Spirit in the very life of
Christ as Head of the body, the Church (I Cor 12; Jn 15:1-17).
The New Law, as Aquinas says, is nothing other than the Holy
Spirit moving the Christian from within to live in Christo.®

4. The Natural Law

How then is this pneumatic Christian ethics to be related to
a philosophical ethics? Protestant theologians usually make no
attempt to develop this relation, althongh Luther and Calvin

30 Mumma Theologiae, I-11, 108, a.l.
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thought that the Scriptures acknowledge such a law.** Catholic
moral theology, however, has put great reliance on natural law,
not only in order to dialogue with non-believers on moral
questions, but also to complete its system of concrete moral
norms in the face of new moral problems that arise in every
age, and especially in our rapidly changing technological
society.

The question here does not concern the role of grace either
in the subjective recognition of God’s wisdom in visible nature
or in accepting it as a guide to one's life, but whether or not
God’s wisdom and will are objectively accessible to human rea-
son from the observation of creation, as well as from the re-
vealed Law and the Gospel.

The Scriptural foundation for the concept of such an objec-
tive natural law is not really obscure. In the two halves of
Psalm 19 a comparison is made between the glory of God mani-
fested In the visible creation and the Torah, and this theme is
found throughout the wisdom literature of the Old Testament.
Sirach (42:15-50:23) compares the wisdom of God manifested
in creation with the history of the great Hebrew saints who
have kept God’s commandments; and Baruch (8:9-4:4)
mingles his thanksgiving for the gift of the Torah with the
praise of God’s works in creation.

St. Paul in Romans 1, basing himself on this Old Testament
teaching, declares that both Jews and pagans are answerable
for their conduct to God, because the Jews have the Torah and
the pagans ““ whe do have the law keep it as by instinct, these
men although without the law serve as a law for themselves.
They show that the demands of the law are written in their
hearts ” (2:14-15) .**

31 See Paul Althaus, The Hthics of Martin Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1972) and Ronald 8. Wallace, Calvin’s Doclrine of the Christian Life (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1959) pp. 141-147 for many references to texts.

32 Ernst Kasemann, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerd-
mans, 1980), pp. 61-68 gives a detailed discussion on the distinction of Paul’s
teaching from Hellenistic concepts. See also A. Viard, O.P., Saint Paul:
Epitre auz Romens (Sources Biblique) (Paris: Gabalda, 1975) pp. 77-8L.
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Granted there is such a natural law comparable to the re-
vealed Law, what is their relation? For the Bible they seem to
be largely identical, as the quotation from Paul seems to indi-
cate. Thus he declares that the pagans are inexcusable for their
practice of idolatry and homosexuality (Rm 1:18-32) which,
of course, he knew were also condemned by the Torah (Dt
12:2-3; 28:18) . On the other hand Paul saw no reason to oblige
Christian Gentiles to obey the Law as regards circumecision or
diet (Gl 1:12), yet he exhorts them to obey those moral norms
which were common both to Jews and Gentiles (1 Cor 5:1);
“ Circumcision counts for nothing, and its lack makes no dif-
ference either. What matters is keeping God’s command-
ments ” (I Cor.19).

Therefore, the distinction, made so clearly by the great Jew-
ish student of the Torah Moses Maimonides and taken over by
Aquinas, between the moral, judicial, and ceremonial precepts
of the Law seems entirely justified by the Scriptures them-
selves.®® But does this mean that all the revealed moral norms
are accessible to reason and that reciprocally all the content of
the natural law has been revealed? The Scriptures do not seem
to make any such claim. What is clear is that there is a very
considerable overlapping so that much of what sages in all the
cultures of the world have proposed as norms accessible to
human reason and experience can be found more or less ex-
plicitly in the Torah.**

Why, then, not proceed directly to philosophical, natural
law arguments in developing a Christian ethics rather than
struggle with the rabbinic complexities of the Torah? The
answer, of course, is that a theology of Christian life must be

33 Summe Theologiae, I-1I, q.99, aa.l1-4. For Maimonides see references to
Guide in note 12 above, Maimonides distinguishes 14 classes of commandments,
but these group easily into Aquinas’s three.

34 This is the empirical reason that many deny the specificity of Biblical
ethics, cf. the article of Charles E. Curran “Is There a Catholic and/or
Christian Ethic? ”, DCE pp. 60-89; but the theoretical reason seems to be
the influence of Karl Rahner’s theory of the universality of grace, see the
article of Joseph Fuchs, S.J., DCE, pp. 3-19.
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grounded not in human reason but in revelation. The Torah is
the product of the historical experience and ethical reflection of
the Jewish people just as the Nicomachean Ethics is the product
of Greek experience and reflection culminating in the genius of
Aristotle. Yet the difference between the Torah and the Nico-
machean Ethics is that the wisdom of the Old Testament is
guaranteed by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and con-
firmed by Jesus Christ himself and then by his Church under
the guidance of that Spirit. Although the material content of
the ethical teaching of the Scriptures may be largely identical
with the natural law, it is known by us under a different
formality—that of faith.

Moreover, since the natural law is known through human
experience, and since the Jewish-Christian experience culminat-
ing in the encounter with Jesus Christ is the historically unique,
integral, and ultimate self-revelation of God, the insight which
this experience has given into what it is to be truly human
surely must also be uniquely complete. The natural law is
based on an understanding of human nature, but in a world of
sin human nature is nowhere perfectly exemplified except in
Jesus and his holy Mother.

The Magisterium, therefore, has not been mistaken in using
natural law arguments in arriving at certain concrete ethical
norms.”* While magisterial authority directly extends only to
conserving and developing revealed truth, yet indirectly it can
sometimes discern that revealed ethical truth is also accessible
to reason: for example the Old Testament command against
incest (Lev. 18:10, etc.) can also be supported by natural law
arguments. Hence it can use such arguments to defend teach-
ings more firmly founded in revelation.

The Magisterium also has the authority to specify revealed
principles of morality so as to meet new ethical problems by
the use of accumulating historical experience and natural law

a5 See Josef Fuchs, S.J., Natfural Low: A Theologicel Investigation (New
York: Sheed and Ward, 1985) pp. 155-162) and Grisez, The Way (note 23
above) p. 188
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analysis. For example, magisterial documents since the Ilast
century have condemned human slavery, although in the New
Testament frequently slaves are urged to be obedient to their
masters (Phl; 1 Tm 6;1-4; Col 4:22-24; Ti 2:9-10) .

It would seem that such cases of development in Christian
moral teaching should be explained according to the same
principles used in explaining dogmatic development. I would
opt for the view that in these cases the Magisterium is not
deducing a new norm through a syllogism in which one premise
is known only by reasson, but rather is using new human ex-
perience and reasoning as a help in expressing explicitly what
was already formally and implicitly contained in explicitly re-
vealed principles.®®

Thus through historical experience and theological dialogue
Christians gradually came to see that if they were bound by
St. Paul’s teaching to treat their slaves as brothers (Phl 15-
16) they could no longer enslave them. Although this reflective
process can be expressed syllogistically, its theological force
comes not from this process of human reason but from faith
seeking to explicitate the {ull meaning of God’s transmitted
Word.

5. New Knowledge from History and the Sciences

Most recent writers on the revision of moral theology stress
the need to take into account the great current progress in
the historical and scientific disciplines.*” For some this progress

361 here follow the view that doctrinal development takes place by explici-
tation of what is formally, although implicitly, contained in Seripture and
Tradition. For opinions on mnature of doctrinal development see Jan H. Wal-
grave, Unfolding Revelation (Theological Resources) (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1971) pp. 162-178.

87 For an autoblographical statement of concern for suck an expansion of
resources for moral theology see Charles E. Curran, “ On-Going Revision:
Personal and Theological Reflections ” in On-Going Revision (Notre Dame,
Ind.: Fides Press, 1975) pp. 266-294. For examples of my own concern see
my essay “ A Theological Overview on Recent Research on Sex and Gender ” in
Mark F. Schwartz, Albert S. Moraczewski, and James A. Monteleone, ed,
Sew and Gender: A [Theological Rcientific Inquiry (St. Louis: Pope John
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has rendered the notion of natural law obsolete and requires a
new approach. They argue that natural law theory is based on
the notion of a static, fixed, substantial, metaphysical, universal
human nature known by deduction from a simplistic definition
of what it is to be human, while the modern disciplines em-
phasize the processive, dynamie, evolutionary, historical, per-
sonal, and self-determining character of human existence known
from one perspective by the objective, behavioristic methods of
science and from the other by phenomenology centered in the
subject in relation to his or her perceived world.*® How, then,
are we to integrate this vast fund of knowledge, so different in
form from either Biblical thought or classical natural law
philosophy?

But are the Biblical, the classical, and the modern under-
standing of what it is to be human really so heterogeneous?
The Bible provides us with an Inspired understanding of
humanity as created in God’s image, disciplined by God’s Law,
and perfectly realized in the New Adam, yet it does not pre-
sent this understanding as a timeless Platonic idea, but through
historical narratives, codes of law repeatedly rewritten, and a
fund of practical wisdom accumulated through a long dialecti-
cal process.

A vphilosophical conception of natural law need not, as we
have seen, neglect the historical development of our under-
standing of that law and its application to new problems under
the guidance of the teachings of Jesus and the Magisterium of
his Church in the light of his Spirit. Why, then, need we as-
sume that new knowledge about human origins, the human
body and psyche, the diversification of cultures, and the inter-
action of social forces must stand in opposition to past knowl-
edge? If the Holy Spirit guided God’s people in the past to
profit from their historical experience, why can we not trust
in his guidance now to make use of new truth wisely?

Center, 1984) pp. 1-47 and my book Theologies of the Body: Humanist and
Christian (Braintree, Mass.: same publisher, 1985).

38 The survey of Richard M. Gula, What Are They Saying About Moral
Norms? (New York: Paulist, 1982) seems to be hased on this polarization.
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Moral theology must be built on a faith which guarantees
that Jesus understood, with a wisdom that cannot be surpassed,
God’s intentions for humanity. This understanding confirms
the Old Testament and is transmitted to us without essential
distortion in the New Testament. So grounded, moral theology
can be open to all that the modern disciplines offer as ways of
explicitating and deepening our understanding of Jesus’ teach-
mg and applying it practically to current problems. But the
moral theologian must also subject this new knowledge to a
critical analysis both in terms of its own methodology and as-
sumptions and in terms of its consistency with revelation.

What can we hope from this critical employment of modern
scientific knowledge in moral theology? I hope for manifold
gains, but I would like to indicate one kind of help which may
at first seem (and in fact be) risky, but which could bear much
fruit. Moral theology, if it is to free itself from voluntarism,
must constantly seek to found its norms teleologically (but not
by the methodology of consequentialism or proportionalism *°)
in sound arguments based on what really helps or harms in-
tegral human fulfillment.*®

Yet if we look at the classical arguments for many moral
norms we find that they are based on what to the modern mind
appears to be mere impressions or loose generalizations from
common experience that has never been verified. For example,
we forbid masturbation, but give little evidence to prove that it
does anybody any harm. We prescribe fasting but give no
evidence that it does most people any spiritual good. Today
when such assertions are made people rightly look for objective,
scientifically controlled evidence to verify them, because we are
well aware how such assertions can be rooted only in pre-
judice, old wives’ tales, ideology, or manipulative propaganda.

39 On proportionalism see Benedict M. Ashley, O.P. and Kevin D. O’Rourke,
O.P., Ethics of Health Care (St. Louis: Catholic Health Association, 1986)
pp. 81-85 and Grisez, The Way (note 23 above) I, pp. 141-172 with references
to literature.

40 Ihid I, pp. 184-189.
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Why then do we moralists not cooperate with scientists to
subject our practical norms to objective tests? If we were to
do so our teaching would certainly be more credible to the
modern public. Thus more women have been convinced that
contraception is wrong by the evidence of the dangers of anti-
ovulant drugs than by abstract arguments.

The risk of subjecting our traditional moral norms to empiri-
cal verification of course is high. It will be valid only if such
studies are well planned through cooperation between theolo-
gians and scientists, if the limitations of the scientific method
are well understood, and if the publication of the results is free
of unwarranted claims.

To take the example already given: it is common to read
today that masturbation is physically and psychology harm-
less. When one inquires of medical and psychological experts,
however, one discovers that they have not asked themselves
the questions which are theologically relevant. A moralist wants
to know what effect the practice of masturbation has (1) on
the freedom of the agent; (2) on the dispositions of the mastur-
bator toward the use of sex In marriage as the expression of
unselfish love. It is such questions that must be subjected to
empirical research (insofar as this is technically possible), be-
fore we can answer the question as to whether masturbation is
truly harmful in a way convincing to our contemporaries.*

Of course some will say that moral values are of a totally
different order of reality from those which are subject to sci-
entific observation. They wish to found ethics on an ontology
or phenomenclogy which completely abstracts from outward
experience or the pragmatic consequences of moral action. Such
an attitude, however, is difficult to reconecile with the down-to-
earth, practical attitude of the Bible, or even with the better
versions of classical natural law theory. St. Thomas Aquinas
gives as his sole reason for considering fornication morally

41 See my essay, “A Theological Overview ", note 37 above.
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wrong the simple fact that it runs the risk of begetting children
deprived of the protections of marriage.**

6. Conclusion

I have argued that if moral theology is to take as its first
principle the faith that Jesus Christ is the supreme norm of
Christian morality, then we must turn to the Scriptures as
authentically interpreted in the living tradition of the Church
for an account of him and his way. Although the Bible con-
tains a great variety of literary forms and of historically con-
ditioned theological perspectives, some of which are in dialec-
tical rather than synthetic relations to each other, as canonical,
inspired Scripture the Bible finds its unity in Christ. The
moralist, therefore, must take into account all of the voices of
Scripture, none of which are to be neglected as irrelevant to
our times. Hence the foundation of Christian morality in
Jewish morality should be gratefully acknowledged and fully
utilized. This means a much more serious study of the Torah
than has been usual.

Jesus, and after him Paul, accepted and presupposed the
Jewish way of life as the framework for Christian life, although
they saw no reason that its liturgical, governmental, and dietary
customs should be imposed on non-Jews. Hence Christian
moral theology if it is to have a concrete normative character
and not be reduced merely to exhortation to follow one’s per-
sonal conscience or to a philosophical ethics, must begin with
the system of moral norms of the Old and New Testament,
universalized, interpreted, and exemplified by Jesus and the
apostles.

Moral theologians in their work of universalizing and sys-
tematically analyzing this Biblical ethics and applying it to
new problems rightly make use of natural law arguments be-
cause the Bible itself acknowledges and confirms their validity
as rooted in the order of creation and the gift of human reason

42 Summa Theclogine 1111, 9.154, a.l o
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and free will. To have theological force, however, such natural
law reasoning must always be subjected to theological criticism
in the light of revealed principles and norms. Today it is im-
portant that this natural law argumentation should not rest
merely on common experience but should be verified by the ob-
jective and controlled methods of the secular disciplines (with-
in the limits of these methods) both in order to further its in-
trinsic development, and also to make it more understandable
and credible to the modern public.

Beneprcr M. Asaizy, O.P.
Aquinas Institute of Theology
St. Louts, Missouri



INTELLIGO UT CREDAM:
ST. AUGUSTINE’S CONFESSIONS*

[0

APTISM INTO the Catholic Church ended Augustine’s

Odyssey through the intellectual and spiritual seas of
] late antiquity. His Confessions tells us how he joined
the Manicheans, became attached to astrology, imbibed Aris-
totle, was attracted to the Academy, learned Epicureanism, dis-
covered the Platonists, and finally came home to Christianity.!
From the first moment he read Cicero, then, Augustine became
a seeker of wisdom; few of humanity’s questions and concerns
failed to move him. His initial conversion to Manicheanism, n-
deed, was prompted by its alleged ability to give a satisfactory
response to the questions raised by human experience. In the
same way, his initial aversion to Christianity in part arose
from its alleged inability to provide such an account.

Still, the nature of Augustine’s ultimate conversion to Chris-
tianity is not entirely clear. He certainly indicates that a prop-
erly tutored biblical faith is the only solution to those questions
and concerns which so vexed him: “credo ut intelligam,” as
Anselm formulated Augustine’s understanding. But what is the
role of philosophical reflection in this? Does reason work only
within the context of faith? Is it merely the scullery maid for
explicating the understanding of divine revelation? Or does
Augustine say or at least show that unaided human reason has
another sphere of operation? Can human reason understand

* Harlier versions of this paper were read at the Twentieth International
Medieval Congress, Western Michigan University, Kalamazoo, Michigan, May
11, 1985, and at the University of Dallas Augustine Colloquium, November
22, 1985. I am grateful to Dr. Michael Platt for his helpful comments and
suggestions.

1 A1l references to the Confessions are from J. Gibb and W. Montgomery,
The Confessions of Augustine (Cambridge, 1927).

23
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anything about God, human beings, and the universe before
the advent of faith? While Augustinian scholarship has tended
to stress the way in which philosophical thought especially
Neo-Platonism, operates within Christian faith, I hope to show
that Augustine conceives the ““faith and reason ” relation in
broader terms.* More specifically, in this paper I hope to show
that the Confessions presents reason itself, without revelation,
as capable of assaying the possibility of any religious claim to

2The problem of “faith and reason,” or “authority and philosophy,” in
Augustine’s thought has a history of critical analysis reaching back to the
last century. The early discussions of this question have been traced by Sister
Mary Patricia Garvey, in Seint Augustine: Ohristian or Neo-Platonist
{Milwaukee, 1939), pp. 3-40, and more briefly by J. O’Meara, in 8t. Augustine,
Against the Academics, “ Ancient Christian Writers,” XII (Baltimore, 1950},
pp. 18-22. The more recent discussions have failed to produce any consensus.
H. A. Wolison, in The Philosophy of the Church Faihers, I (Cambridge, 1956),
pp. 127-140, sees Augustine as illustrating the patristic “double faith®
against Manichean eredulity. R. Cushman, in “Faith and Reason in the
Thought of St. Augustine,” Church History, 19, 1850), 271-294, awards the
primacy to faith on the basis of the perversity of the will, P. Courcelle, in
Recherches sur les Confessions de Saint Augustin (Paris, 1950), pp. 251-255,
understands Augustine to progress from Neo-Platonism to Christianity with-
out abandoning the former. R. Holte, in Beatitude et Sagesse: Saint
Augustin et le probleme de la fin de Uhomme dans la philosophie ancienne
(Paris, 1962), pp. 373-386, considers the cooperation of reason and authority
in Augustine’s use of Christianity to confront the philosophic problems of
his age. J. O’Meara, in The Young Augusiine (New York, 1965), pp. 196-
197, admits a clarification in Augustine’s thought but no basic change in his
understanding of the primacy of faith over reason. R. O’Connell, in Saint
Augustine’s Confessions: the Odyssey of a Soul (Cambridge, 1969), insists
on a strong Neo-Platonic infleence on Augustine’s understanding of the
buman being as the “fallen soul.” A, H. Armstrong, in “St. Augustine and
Christian Platonism,” Plotinian and Christian Studies (London, 1979), Ch.
XI, 1-66, argues that the designation “ Christian Platonist” is insufficient fo
characterize Augustine; the way in which Augustine takes up and transforms
Platonism in light of his Christianity is eritical. Alfred Matthews, in The
Development of St. Augustine from Neo-Platonism to Christionity (Washing-
ton, 1980), holds that Augustine’s understanding of Christianity matured, so
that its tension with Neo-Platonism became more apparent to him. M.
Sciacca, in Saint Augustin et le Néo-Platonisme (Paris, 1956), pp. 15-19,
holds Augustine to have tried to establish an integral understanding of
human nature by Christianizing Neo-Platonic themes.
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be the divinely revealed truth.® While faith alone may be able
to give wisdom, reason of itself can discover folly. There are
rational criteria against which not only every philosophic but
also every religious claim must be measured. Reason, in short,
provides a norma negativa for faith. I intend to explore these
criteria as stated or implied in the Confessions’ eritique of
Manicheanism especially, but also of the natural philosophers
and the astrologers.

Augustine himself gives warrant for considering reason as a
yardstick for measuring the claims of religion. In the context
of his long-awaited discussion with Faustus, Augustine com-
pares Manichean doctrine with the teachings of the natural
philosophers and astronomers. After noting that the astro-
nomers explained many things about the heavens which the
Manicheans did not, he adds: “ But I was ordered to believe
[Faustus’s] writings, and this belief did not agree with the ac-
counts discovered by mathematics and by my own eyes, but
was very different.”* Augustine had to accept “on faith”
what contradicted the evidence of his senses and reason. This
failure on the part of Faustus to resolve Augustine’s difficul-
ties on these points played a crucial role in his later rejection
of Manicheanism.” Human reason can discover certain truths
at least about the world around it. A religious claim that con-

3 Among the very few studies devoted to the actual criteria of a rational
faith are the following. F. E. Van Fleteren, in “ Authority and Reason, Faith
and Understanding in the Thought of St. Augustine,” Augustinian Studies, 3
(1972), 383-71, uses the * phenomenological method” to establish that for
Augustine sanctity of life is a criterion of authority and catholicity is a sign
of the true Church (cf. Confessions V:3, 6, and 9; and VI:8). W. G. von
Jess, in “Reason as Propaedeutic to Faith in Augustine,” International
Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 5 (1974), 225-233, sees reason as being
for Augustine prior to faith in questions of certitude, of the origin of the
soul, and of natural theology. F. J. Crosson, in “ Philosophy, Religion, and
Faith,” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association, 52
(1978), 168-176, sees understanding operative in the diverse contexts of myth,
history, and philosophy. In different ways Augustine finds God in all three.

48ee V, 6: “ibi autem credere iubebar, et ad illas rationes numeris et
oculis meis exploratas non occurrebat et longe diversum erat.”

3V, 138.
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tradicts what reason truly knows—with mathematical cer-
tainty, no less—cannot be true. Since neither Faustus nor any-
one else could give an account reconciling Manichean doctrine
with astronomy, nor give an account showing the astronomers
wrong, there was a head-on conflict between faith and reason.
The first element of Augustine’s negative norm thus comes to
light: religion may not contradict reason but must be in har-
mony with 1t. Augustine leaves no room for a ““ double truth ”
approach to religion and philosophy.®* That which is accepted
on faith cannot be religiously true and philosophically false; if
natural philosophy and astronomy teach rationally knowable
truth, no true religious belief can contradict them. Hence con-
sistency with reason and the compatibility of reason and revela-
tion are basic for any religious claim to be valid. A religion
that denies a truth possessing 7 -+ 8 = 10 certainty cannot be
truly revealed.”

It is important to understand precisely what Augustine is
and is not claiming. He is not saying that all truth must be
discovered by reason; nor is he saying that a religious claim
must be proved by reason. Either of these assertions would in-
volve the unexamined assumption that the human mind is
fully commensurate to reality. Still less is he claiming that the
mind is utterly incapable of attaining any knowledge of reality.
Reason can find no grounds within itself for either rationalism
or skepticism. Rather, he is saying that the human mind can
know certain things—e.g., the heavenly bodies’ motions—and
know that it knows them. Further, he is saying that no revela-
tion can be true which contradicts or is incompatible with what
reason truly knows of itself. This and this alone is the claim

6 By the use of the term “ double truth,” no anachronistic reference to the
later so-called “Latin Averroist” debates is intended. Rather, the term is
used only as a foil for Augustine’s understanding of the proper response to
the perennial “ faith and reason” question.

7 Cf. VI, 6. While Augustine moves from the belief that he must have “ 7 +
3 == 107 certainty in order to have faith to the understanding that “7 -4 3
== 10” certainty is a consequence of faith, he never denies that true faith
must be reasonable. In this semnse “7 4 3 == 10” truth remains a criterion
of faith.
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of Augustine’s principle of the noncontradiction of reason and
religion.

Why, then, did Augustine not abandon the Manicheans and
become a natural philosopher? By his own account the natural
philosophers discovered truth where the Manicheans imagined
falsity. A clue may be found in what he resolved to do after
meeting with Faustus. “But my every attempt by which I
had resolved to advance in that sect [Manicheanism] collapsed
as I came to know that man [Faustus]. Not that I altogether
separated from them, but as if unable to find anything better
than what I had in some way blundered into, I meanwhile
resolved to be content with it, unless perhaps something more
worthy of choice should chance to show itself.”® Manifestly,
then, the natural philosophers did not seem to be “ anything
better ” or “ something more worthy of choice.”

The natural philosophers gave the right answers but did not
ask the right questions. They could explain solstices, equinoxes,
and eclipses; but they could not explain God, the soul, freedom,
or evil. They knew the creation but were unconcerned both
with the Creator and—what is in some respects even more im-
portant—with their own minds, by which they knew the crea-
tion.” Augustine’s point is not only that the natural philso-
phers did not find the true God. It is more that they did not

88ee V, 13: “ceterum conatus omnis meus, quo proficere in illa secta
statueram, illo homine cognito prorsus intercidit, non ut ab eis omnino sepa-
rarer, sed quasi melius quicquam non inveniens eo, quo iam quoquo modo
inrueram, contentus interim esse decreeram, nisi aliquid forte, quod magis
eligendum esset, eluceret.”

o Cf, the whole of Augustine’s discussion and critique at V, 3-5, passim.
Note especially this point: “sed non nouerunt uiam, verbum tuum, per quod
fecisti ea quae numerant et ipsos qui numerant et sensum, quo cernunt quae
numerant, et mentem, de qua numerant™ (V, 5). The most exact astronomy
gives knowledge neither of God nor of self (“ipsos qui ... sensum quo . ..
mentem de qua ).

The importance of self-understanding for understanding anything is itself
a central theme of B. J. F. Lonergan’s work. A fairly recent attempt to read
the Confessions through Lonergan’s eyes is David Burrell’s “ Reading the Con-
fessions of Augustine: an Exercise in Theological Understanding,” Journal
of Religion, 50 (1970), 327-351. Burrell criticizes the reductionistic interpre-
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seek Him. In failing to examine the very power by which they
knew the heavenly motions, they cut off the very possibility of
searching for Him. The questions they asked could be an-
swered without reference to God and the soul; their answers
did not provide a springboard for these other questions.

This brings to light Augustine’s second criterion for evaluat-
ing any claim to wisdom: reason demands the explanation of
every area of human experience, of the whole range of human
phenomena. No system of thought can be adequate which fails
to shed light on all the questions of specifically human exist-
ence. A system of thought which fails even to ask reason about
reason—its source, activity, and goal—is not ‘rational.” Sys-
tematic obliviousness to the questions of good and evil, the
soul and freedom, God and human beings, is not wisdom. This
principle operates as an instrument of eritique against both
religious and philosophical claims. As the first principle is a
concretization of the principle of noncontradiction, so the sec-
ond principle is a concretization of the principle that the whole
is greater than any part. An explanation of any part, no mat-
ter how careful, which ignores the other parts, to say nothing
of the whole, cannot claim to be wisdom. Augustine’s criticism
of the natural philosophers is on just these grounds: they con-
fused an account of the motions of the heavenly bodies with an
account of the totality of being. Their explanation, in short,
was not “ comprehensive.”

It is to be noted that this criterion posits no particular an-
swers to the questions involved. Augustine’s point is not (or
not only) that the natural philosophers had some uncongenial
answers but rather that they had no understanding of the rele-
vant questions. Thus Augustine’s rejection of natural philos-
ophy is to be contrasted with his rejection of Academic skepti-
cism.’* The Academics asked the relevant questions but did

tations of Augustine by certain psychologists who fail to appreciate the way
“ Mother Monica ” functions in the Confessions. See also Crosson, cited in
Note 3 above.

10V, 19,
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not answer them. With the natural philosophers it is the con-
verse.

During his Manichean phase Augustine was taken with the
astrologers. Unlike the natural philosophers, they did not
ignore vast areas of human experience. Indeed, astrology at
once enabled him to deny respomsibility for his evil actions,
since they were written in the stars, and to exercise a measure
of foresight over his own courses of action, since it seemed so
often to predict the future. Still, there were doubts and hesi-
tations about it. Vindicianus from the first tried to dissuade
Augustine from an interest in the occult, saying that “ chance *
and “ instinct ” accounted for the accuracy of astrology.* But
the authority of astrological literature held him in check. As he
writes: “I found as yet no certain proof . . . that the true
things predicted by the man consulted were spoken by fortune
or chance, not by the stargazer’s art.” *2

The proof Augustine was looking for came first in Firminius’s
story of his own father and his father’s slave. Each conceived
a child; the children were born at the same time on the same
property, yet their lives were as different as the conditions of
their births. Again, Augustine himself reflected on twins he
had known and saw how their lives differed. The biblical story
of Jacob and Esau merely confirmed what was open for all to
see.'*

Astrology attempted to provide a comprehensive account of
life in terms of the time and place of birth. But whatever other
true predictions astrologers made, they could not explain the
divergent lives of twins. Astrology’s failure in this crucial test
case meant that it was incapable of explaining fully the phe-
nomena it was supposed to explain. This led Augustine to re-
ject it and to accept chance and intuition as the suitable ex-
planation of any accuracy the astrologers might claim.

111V, 5.

12 8ee IV, 6: “. . . nullum certum quale quaerebam documentum adhue
inueneram, quo mihi sine ambiguitate appareret, quae ab eis consultis uera
dicerentur, forte uel sorte, non ante inspectorem siderum diei.”

13 VII, 8-10.
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By implication, then, the Confessions lays down a third cri-
terion by which reason may evaluate the claims of any authori-
tative system. Any philosophical or religious system must have
within itself the elements necessary to explain all the facts
which it claims to be able to explain. Augustine’s third prin-
ciple is based on the analysis of what rational explanation is to
begin with. An explanation is nothing more than an arbitrary
hypothesis or unexamined opinion unless it shows that it can
render intelligible all of the facts falling within its compass.
Even i, of course, an alleged revelation, a religious belief, or a
philosophical system can explain all the facts, that does not
establish its truth; perhaps an alternative hypothesis could do
so as well. But if it cannot do so, it is certainly false. Rea-
son’s demand for an explanation of each and every fact within
the entire range of human phenomena emerges, then, as Augus-
tine’s third criterion by which any system of belief may be
evaluated. Religion’s acount of ife must be “ complete.”

The principles of “ comprehensive ” and * complete ” expla-
nation are related but by no means identical. The former ex-
cludes the error of confusing an explanation in one area of in-
quiry with an explanation of the whole of reality. The latter
excludes any explanation in any area of inquiry which fails to
explain all the data of that area. By the former Augustine
criticizes the natural philosophers—not because their explana-
tions of the heavenly bodies are false, but because their in-
quiries are too narrowly based. By the latter Augustine criti-
cizes the astrologers precisely because their explanations in
themselves fail to account for all the relevant facts.

Augustine treats Manicheanism and astrology as standing or
falling in close proximity. Book III recounts his conversion to
the former and Book IV his embrace of the latter; sumilarly,
Book VI recounts his abandonment of Manicheanism and Book
VII his repudiation of astrology. Still, however closely the two
are related, they are not identical. A rational critique of
astrology is different from a rational critique of Manicheanism.
The three principles of rational thought so far brought to light
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do not of themselves account for his rejection of Manicheanism.
However necessary, they are not sufficient for this. After all,
“something more worthy of choice ” or ““ anything better ” had
not yet showed itself.

In the fifth book of the Confessions Augustine sets forth m
a systematic way the principal tenets of the Manichean doc-
trines of God, freedom, and evil. In a considerable part of the
latter books of the Confessions these same points are discussed
from the perspective of Catholic doctrine, The Manicheans
held that God is an expanded mass of lightsome matter and
that the human mind is a particle of this mass; they held that
evil is a contracted mass of corporeal matter; and they be-
lieved that the real, inner self is not responsible for the evil
deeds done by the contracted mass of a person’s physical na-
ture.* The intermingling of the two masses and the liberation
of the good particles from the evil mass characterizes the
Manichean solution to the problems of God, freedom, and evil.
Augustine, as we know, came finally to accept the Catholic
solution to these problems. God is completely good, and every-
thing He creates—down to the lowest particle of almost form-
less matter—is good.* Evil, far from being physical matter,
is the utter absence of being; were something completely evil,
it would cease to be.'* And the single human will, in turning
away from the fullest Good to incomplete creaturely goods, is
responsible for its own evil.'” What is it, then, that opened the
way for Christianity, properly understood, to become attrac-
tive to Augustine? What did he see as the failure of Manichean
dualism?

In the first place, even if Manicheanism could offer a con-
sistent account of the whole range of phenomena and indi-
vidual facts, it could do this only by failing to “save the ap-
pearances ” of things. Augustine introduces his readers to the

14V, 18-20.
15 V1L, 6-T;5 cf. X1, 8.
16 VII, 18.
17 V11, 22.
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Manicheans by relating the delightful little story about the figs
eaten by the elect. When one of the elect plucks a fig, both it
and the “ mother tree ” shed milky tears; and when he eats and
digests that fig, he breathes forth bits of god.*® Augustine tells
this story in such a way that it evckes a chuckle; but there is
a deadly serious point at stake. The Manicheans failed to re-
spect the fig as a fig; they anthropomorphized and divinized a
member of the vegetable kingdom. Their dualistic materialism
enabled or compelled them to introduce the principles of a
higher genus—human or divine—io explain the reality of a
lower genus. By introducing “ particles of god ” into the fig,
they explained away the appearance of the fig. A simple fruit,
which should be explained by principles applicable to the vege-
table realm, was now made a “ god-bearer ” requiring a divine
principle of explanation. A system which introduces elements
from a higher genus to explain that which can be explained
without them fails to respect the appearances of things, Thus
a, fourth criterion of the rational analysis of religion emerges:
no principles beyond those necessary to account for the phe-
nomena may be part of a religious explanation of reality.

The Manicheans sinned against this principle of thought by
raising a lower thing to a higher level but equally they sinned
in the other direction as well: they explained higher things in
terms of the lower principles. Not only did they raise the fig
to the level of a divine prison, but they reduced God and the
human mind to a level beneath that of figs—ie., to pure
matter.

In explaining why he could not escape from Manichean
dualism, Augustine notes that he could not conceive of spiritual
substance.” Indeed, he cites this as the key element which,
when finally understood, broke the stranglehold of Mani-
cheanism on him.* Until he broke through to the notion of
spiritual substance he was unable to give an adequate account,

18 T11, 18.
19V, 19-20.
20 VIT, 20 and 26; of. 711, 12,



INTELLIGO UT CREDAM: ST. AUGUSTINE'S CONFESSIONS 33

as he tells us, of his own mind.* The problem lay in the fact
that mind was not given to him in the way that physical, ma-
terial objects were. Augustine did not come to a knowledge
of his own mind by sensing it; his mind was not another ob-
ject to be understood, but rather that by which he under-
stood.” Through memory, the mind’s storehouse, all the sensed
objects were reviewed and then thought through.®® The mens,
in other words, had to be explained as the subject which knows,
not as an object which is known.** But this required a non-
material mode of existence on the part of the mind.

Augustine’s critique of Manichean dualism is reminiscent of
his critique of the astroncmers. The astronomers and natural
philosophers understood some aspects of the cosmos but failed
even to seek understanding of themselves, let alone God. The
Manicheans did attempt to understand themselves and God,
but in terms derived from the material cosmos. Because the
physical cosmos manifestly differs from that by which the elect
are knowers, they tried to account for the difference by posit-
ing different kinds of matter. But no matier how lightsome or
expanded the matter of mind or of God might be, it would
still be matter. As such it could not explain the activities of
mind, which require an immaterial principle or power.?

This reduction of mind to matter was echoed by the redue-
tion of God to the same status and nature as the human mind.
God as expanded mass, rather than as the archetype of which
the human mind is the image, would have to be finite and
limited by evil mass. Not only, then, did Augustine in his
Manichean phase fail to understand the human mind, but

21 VIT, 25 ¢f. V, 13.

22’ VII, 2. Book VII has a density of references to the * acies mentis”
which “sees ” rather than “is seen.” Cf. VII: 1, 5, 12, 16 (* oculum animae
meae ), ete. The importance of the “mens” as knowing subjeet rather than
as object known has been stressed by Lonergan, Verbum: Word and Idea in
Aguinas (Notre Dame, 1967), pp. xii-xv.

23 X, 17-18.

2¢ X, 9 and 25.

25 VII, 2 and 20.
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equally he failed to understand its divine source and origin.*®
In recounting all of this, Augustine subtly brings to light the
principle of thought or reason which enabled him to reject
Manicheanism: all the principles sufficient to account for the
phenomena must be present and active in a credible religion.
Activities consequent upon a higher genus of being cannot be
explained by a lower genus. A mental reality cannot be ex-
plained by causal prineiples derived from the inframental order.
This fifth criterion is the natural complement to the fourth:
the appearances must not only be saved; they must also be
sufficiently explained.

Augustine’s breakthrough, by this principle, to his own mind
as the key to understanding God enabled him to see the super-
fluities of the Manichean system. Because they had not under-
standing of the God Who Is Above the Cosmos, the Mani-
cheans had to invent “five caverns of darkness’ and postulate
a complex cosmology.?” None of this, of course, had the slight-
est empirical or rational basis; neither the astronomers nor the
natural philosophers had any knowledge of these things. Nor
was any of this necessary for Augustine’s pursuit of religious
truth; astronomical or cosmological truths are part of astron-
omy and cosmology, not of true religion.® Indeed, by a kind
of early version of Ockham’s razor, Augustine slashes away at
the “caverns of darkness” and the “five elements.” These
have been introduced superfluously, both as cosmological facts
and as religious principles. On neither ground can they stand.
Augustine, then, indicates a sixth criterion for the rational
evaluation of a religion: assertions about the facts of the physi-
cal world must have an empirical foundation. Claims about
the make-up and constitution of this world, the world available
through human experience, whose only basis is the internal
logic of the religion itself, must be dismissed as fictions. The
proper principle for the discerning of facts—as distinguished

26 VII, 3.
27 111, 10-11.
18V, 8.
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from the outpourings of uncontrolled imagination—is not
superfluity but empirical economy or simplicity.

In criticizing the Manicheans, astronomers, and astrologers,
then, Augustine has developed certain implicit but real criteria
by which to evaluate any religion. Let us recapitulate these six
criteria. (1) Religious belief must be in harmony with, not in
opposition to, what reason knows for itself. This may be called
the “ principle of the noncontradiction of faith and reason.”
(2) Religious belief must address itself to the entire realm of
human life; it must avoid taking an explanation of one limited
set of observable facts for a successful account of reality as a
whole. This may be called the “ principle of comprehensive
explanation.” (8) To be credible, a religious faith must be con-
sistent with each and every fact of human experience; if any
fact contradicts the belief, that religion becomes incredible. We
may call this the “ principle of complete explanation.” (4) To
explain the appearances of things, a religion may introduce no
principles beyond those necessary; this is especially true in the
case of anthropomorphism. We may call this the “ principle
of necessary conditions of explanation.” (5) To be credible, a
religion must possess all the principles sufficient to account for
the varied phenomena of human life. This is especially cogent
against any reductionism. This may be named the “ principle
of sufficient conditions for explanation.” (6) Finally, a credible
faith must introduce no fictions into the world of experienced
phenomena; the experienced phenomena of human life, which
religion attempts to explain, are the same for the believer and
for the non-believer. This may be named the “ principle of
empirical discernment of facts.”

These six principles, though, must be understood aright; that
is, they must be understood both in their unity and in their
diversity. Their unity lies in their being multiple dimensions
of a single norm governing the rational evaluation of religious
claims. These principles arise from and return to a unitary un-
derstanding of the requirements for rational faith; they are not
separate, discrete, and isolated precepts. On the other hand,
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neither are they six manifestations or modalities of one prin-
ciple. Their differences from each other are revealed by their
being irreducible to each other. Every one of them brings to
light another facet of religious belief for rational evaluation.
This diversity in unity appears in the fact that these prin-
ciples bear on different objects. In the broadest terms, they
bear either on the character of the phenomena which require
an explanation or on the character of the religious belief which
claims to be the explanation of the phenomena. More specifi-
cally, three of these principles function as criteria by which the
integrity of human experience may be secured; they prevent
the corruption of life experience both by including all facts and
excluding all fictions. The other three principles function as
criteria by which the explanatory power of the religion may
be tested; they stand watch over the claim of any religion to
be the truth, the explanation of reality, by demanding of that
religion coherence with itself and consistency with the facts.
Concretely, Augustine’s three criteria which have been called
here the principles of comprehensive explanation, complete ex-
planation, and the empirical discernment of facts bear on the
experienced realities of human life. These principles are in-
tended to ensure the integrity or wholeness of experienced
reality as the object of religious explanation. The astronomers
ignored vast areas of human experience, and so their very index
of reality was not “ comprehensive.” The astrologers failed to
reftect upon the divergent lives of twins, and so their inventory
of facts was not “ complete.” The Manicheans dreamed up an
imaginary cosmos, and so their universe was fictional rather
than “factual” By the first two of these three principles
Augustine secures the inclusive character of the whole: no in-
convenient fact or range of facts may be excluded from the
reality which religion is supposed to illuminate, By the third,
Augustine ensures the exclusive character of the whole: the
whole of reality is not only “ whole ” but also “ real ”’; imagined
ingredients constitute no part of this whole. By the first two
of these three principles, then, Augustine demands of any reli-
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gion that it encompass all the facts; by the third he demands
that it encompass only the facts. The three principles together
secure the whole of reality and all things within it. A rationally
credible religion accounts for this reality omni et sols.

The three principles herein named the noncontradiction of
faith and reason, the necessary conditions of explanation, and
the sufficient conditions of explanation address the intelligibil-
tty of any religion’s account of human life. Securing the whole
of reality is one thing; adequately accounting for it is another.
These three principles exclude ways of inadequately accounting
for the whole. The Manichean explanation of the cosmos was
mathematically false, and so it contradicted reason. The
Manicheans divinized figs, and so they introduced * unneces-
sary ” principles into their religious account. Finally, they re-
duced mind to matter, and so they failed to have principles
“ sufficient ” to account for the reality. The first of this group
of Augustine’s principles safeguards the credibility of religion
by insisting that it be at least a rational possibility. The second
protects the explanatory character of the religious account of
reality by insisting that it not negate the very facts it is sup-
posed to explain: the fig must remain a simple fig. The third
of these principles secures the explanatory character of a credi-
ble religion by demanding that it actually account for the
phenomena it claims to be able to explain: matter is no expla-
nation of mind at all. A religious account of life which either
(1) is not a rational possibility, (2) “ explains away ” the real-
ity it is supposed to explain, or (8) fails to explain the facts of
experience is ipso facto incredible; a credible religion passes all
three tests.

By these six criteria, then, Augustine puts forth a unified
program for examining religious claims by reason alone. His
two-pronged investigation tests both the facts which any reli-
gion claims to be able to explain and the explanatory character
of any religious account of the facts. Only by meeting these cri-
teria can a religion claim credibility. Of course Augustine is
far from claiming that mere credibility is sufficient to com-
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mand the assent of faith; that demands a healing of the will
by grace. But Augustine does understand rational credibility
to be a praeparatio evangelica. He derives his criteria from rea-
son alone; they do not follow from but pave the way for his
acceptance of baptism. Moreover, while it would take us too
far afield to show how the Catholic religion fulfilled Augustine’s
criteria and thus passed his test, for present purposes it suffices
to recall that Ambrose’s preaching cleared up his misconcep-
tions of Catholicism, just as Faustus in his own way had cleared
up his misconceptions of Manicheanism.

To conclude: religious claims are subject to rational investi-
gation.”® Reason is a tool not only for articulating faith but

29 Augustine’s understanding of the relation of religion and reason may
illuminate more than one question asked by contemporary scholars in the
philosophy of religion. In particular his understanding seems relevant to the
question of the verification and falsification of religious statements. A. Flew
denies meaning to religious statements which lack any criterion by which
they may be proved false; God as the ‘“invisible gardemer ” is simply an
“ imaginary gardener.” On the other hand, R. Hare accuses Flew of con-
fusing a “blik” with an explanation. (See A. Flew and A. Maclntyre, New
Essays in Philosophical Theology [London, 1955], pp. 96-103.) Augustine’s
six principles do, nevertheless, answer Flew’s call for criteria of falsification.
In particular Augustine does falsify the claims of the Manicheans and the
astrologers. Similarly, his understanding of the role of reason in religious
assent safeguards such an assent from being a mere “blik.” Hare’s lunatie,
who believes that all Oxford dons are intending to kill him, does mot satisfy
Augustine’s criteria. While the gentility of the dons need not contradict a
homicidal intent, such a suspicion as the lunatic’s is neither necessary nor
sufficient to explain the dons’ lives, manners, and behavior. The insanity of
the lunatic lies in the fact that his suspicion is as unnecessary for explaining
the dons’ behavior as is the divinization of figs for explaining their nature,
as well as in the fact that the dons’ behavior is as insufficient to express a
murderous intent as matter is to account for mind. In short, the lunatic’s
insanity is revealed by the fact that he “explains away” rather than ex-
plains the dons’ gentility.

Similarly, Leo Strauss claims that the relationship of philosophy and
revelation is one of primordial and unresolvable conflict. Each claims to be
the right way of life simply while neither can refute nor be refuted by the
other. In particular, Strauss argues that the personal experience of the
prophet, allegedly validated by miracles, gives no rational basis for credence;
on the other hand, philosophy has failed to achieve that “true and adequate ”
account of the whole which alone disproves revelation by rendering it super-
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for criticizing it as well; it stands as a norma negativa against
which every religious claim must be measured. And only to
the extent that religion passes reason’s test is it truly credible.
Reason’s test of religion is that it be able to give an account
of the whole of reality: an “ account ” is an account only inso-
far as it is noncontradictory, necessary, and sufficient; and the
“whole ” is the whole only insofar as it is factual, comprehen-
sive, and complete.

James Lenrsercer, O. CIST.
University of Dallas and
St. Thomas More Institute
Dallas, Texas

fluous. (See Leo Strauss, “The Mutual Influence of Theology and Philos-
ophy ”, The Independent Journal of Philosophy, (3: 1979) pp. 111-118, See
also Michael Platt, “ Leo Strauss: Three Quarrels, Three Questions, One Life
in The Crisis of Liberal Democracy: A Straussian Perspective. ed. K.Deutsch
and W. Sofer (Albany:SUNY Press, 1987) pp. 17-28). Augustine’s six prin-
ciples, however, anticipate Strauss’s difficulty; they look not merely to the
prophet’s ““ personal experience” but to the revelation’s power to provide a
“true and adequate ” account of the whole. Hence, while revelation goes
‘beyond ” reason, it is insufficient to say therefore that it is “ possibly true,
possibly false or possibly good, possibly bad ” (Strauss, p. 115). Augustine’s
principles are designed to separate the “ false and bad ” from the * possibly
true and good”. In short, Augustine claims that the Christian revelation
answers the philosopher’s demand for a “true and adequate” account of the
whole.



THOMISTIC METAETHICS AND A
PRESENT CONTROVERSY

[y

GOOD STARTING point for understanding the recent
controversy regarding the Grisez-Finnis interpretation
4 ¥ of St. Thomas Aquinas’s ethical theory is Finnis’s
claim that “by a simple act of non-inferential understanding
one grasps that the object of the [natural] inclination which one
experiences is an instance of a general form of good, for oneself
(and others like one) .” * For here Finnis is denying an inferen-
tial process by which one moves from a theoretical understand-
ing (“understanding this nature from the outside, as it
were ”?) of what inclinations humans as humans have to the
conclusion that the object of the particular inclination in ques-
tion is a human good. Instead, he is asserting that it is in a
practical context that one understands an object of an inchina-
tion to be a human good, and thus generates, via the practical
reason, a practical, prescriptive principle. An example of such
a principle is “ Knowledge is something good to have” which,
for Finnis, is the same logically as “ Knowledge is a good to be
pursued ”? which, in turn, is equivalent to “ Knowledge ought
to be pursued ”,* which is a prescriptive (“ normative ”) rather
than descriptive (factual) utterance.®

1 Natural Low and Natural Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980; here-
after NLNR), p. 34. Cf. Fundamentals of Ethies (Washington, D.C.: George-
town University Press, 1983; hereafter FE), pp. 20-22.

2 NLNR p. 34.

3 Ibid., p. 63.

4 Ibid., p. 42, note 56; “The Basic Principles of Natural Law: A Reply to
Ralph McInerny,” John Finnis and Germain Grisez, American Journal of Jur-
isprudence 26 (1981), pp. 21-31 (hereafter Reply to MeIlnerny), pp. 23-24. See
also Germain Grisez’s well-known article “The First Principle of Practical
Reason: A Commentary on the Summae theologine, 1-2, Question 94, Article
2, Natural Leaw Forum 10 (1965), pp. 168-201 (hereafter FPPR), p. 194.

5 See, e.g., NLNR, pp. 44-45; Reply to Meclnerny, p. 23. Grisez and Finnis
attempt to distinguish imperatives and preseriptions, which I argue against in

40
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Finnis and Grisez, then, argue that practical principles, which
encompass value-judgments about human goods, are arrived
at through the practical reason and thus are prescriptive
(“ normative ”) utterances, as opposed to descriptive or theo-
retical truths “ of metaphysical anthropology ”.* Hence these
principles cannot be derived from metaphysical claims.” To
argue for such a derivation would be to hold that prescriptivity
or normativity can emerge from pure deseriptivity. Such a
derivation, of course, would not account for the appearance of
the prescriptive or action-guiding element.

An alternative position, to be returned to below, is that
value-judgments about human goods are descriptive in them-
selves. At the same time, owing to the natural inclination to do
what we understand to be morally or humanly good, human be-
ings could prescribe to themselves the pursuit of such human
goods, once they are understood to be human goods.

It should be noted that for Grisez and Finnis the basic prac-
tical principles are not moral but pre-moral® Still, Grisez and
Finnis consider that they direct to ends completive of human
nature, Hence, although these authors reserve the characteri-
zation of ““ morally right choices ” to those that are not simply
harmonious with one or another basic human good but rather
to those that also do not run counter to any other human good,’

my paper “Is-Ought: Prescribing and a Present Controversy,” The Thomist
49, 1 (January, 1985), pp. 1-23 (hereafter Schultz), esp. pp. 10-16.
6 Reply to McInerny, pp. 23-24.
7Ibid.; see note 13 below.
In the paper mentioned in note 5 above I point out that Finnis seems
to allow for the possibility of arriving at value-judgments through theo-
retical reasoning, since he says “I assert that judgments [about man’s
natural goods, about what man should be] are primarily (though
perhaps not exclusively) judgments of practical reason. .. .” (“ Natural
Law and ‘Is’-“Ought’ Question: An Invitation to Professor Veatch,”
Catholic Lowyer 28, 4, 1981, p. 272, my emphasis. This article is sub-
sequently referred to as Response to Veatch.) But he doesn’t explain
this, and in Reply to MecInerny and in other places he argues against
any move from speculative to practical principles.
8 See Schultz, p. 8, including note 37.
9 Ibid., including pote 38.
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they would seem to agree that the basic practical principles are
the starting points of moral choices.

The alternative position to that of Grisez and Finnis could
allow that acting morally well implies not only pursuing human
goods but also not acting directly against any human good.
Still, the prescription arising from the combination of the grasp
of human good as such and the inclination to do what one
understands to be morally geod would be considered o be of a
moral nature. And then the preseriptivity of moral principles
would be seen to be due to human nature, while value-judg-
ments about human goods could be understood to be descrip-
tive in themselves.*

As already noted, Grisez and Finnis would argue against this
possibility, inasmuch as for them the humanly good aspect of
an object of inclination is seen in a practical context which
yields formulations of value-judgments or principles as already
prescriptive.”* However, without realizing it, at least Finnis
seems to recognize value-judgments about human goods to be
inherently descriptive. He says, for example, that the basic
human goods, or basic forms of human flourishing are (natural-
ly) understood to be desirable and reasonable and thus to-be-
pursued.’”? Now if something is grasped as to-be-done or pur-
sued because it is seen as desirable, ““ desirable ” must have a
descriptive formulation, which represents qualities to which one
is attracted (or committed) and which, when understood to be
present, move one to action. Perhaps Finnis believes this de-
scriptive meaning (to be elaborated upon below) is extracted
from the prescriptive formula. Still, an important consideration
emerges here: if value-judgments about human goods are
basically descriptive rather than prescriptive or normative, they
appear, by Finnis’s own reasoning, to be from, or are part of,

10 fbid., p. 20.

11 As noted above; see also Response to Veatch, p. 272.

12 Schultz, pp. 18-19. For basic human goods as basiec aspects of human
flourishing, see NLNR, pp. 23, 67, 87, 144; Response to Veatch, p. 269. Finnis
also states that value-judgments can be true or false: F& pp. 3-4, 23, 30.
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“ metaphysical speculations ”, even if such judgments are some-
times formed in a practical context.'®

Consider the formula “ Knowledge is a human good ”. Re-
gardless of how arrived at, this can be analyzed as descriptive
in itself: for “ human good ” can be substituted its descriptive
ratio (to be discussed below) , although the preseription to pur-
sue knowledge may arise immediately owing to a concomitant
natural inclination or decision to pursue what is understood to
be a human good. Further, it is reasonable to argue that a full
assessment of an end as a truly human good not only presup-
poses a descriptive understanding of “ human good ”, but also a
checking process through which one compares one’s own judg-
ments with those things to which all humans, as humans, in-
cline. This combination of “insight ” and checking process re-
quires the use of theoretical (descriptive) reason.™*

A few comments on the nature of practical reason according
to St. Thomas Aquinas may help to illustrate this point. Prac-
tical reason is operative insofar as one is being attracted to an
object either by virtue of a decision or inclination; in the light
of this good the practical reason urges (prescribes) the pursuit
of it.”* Now Aquinas considers prescription or commanding to
be the primary act of the practical reason; it is also the chief
act of prudence.’®* Thus a brief treatment of Aquinas’s analysis
of a human act governed by prudence is in order. Aquinas holds
that, prior to the issuing of (self-) imperatives by the practical
reason regarding what is to be done in a concrete situation
(presupposing an adherence to a right end), one must take
counsel about the means to the end, and, if there is more than
one appropriate means, judge one best, or select it.'" Assuming

13 Schultz, p. 17. Again, I say by Finnis’s own reasoning because of what he
says, for example, in Reply to McInerny, p. 23, where he associates normative
principles with practical reason and theoretical principles with truths of
“metaphysical anthropology.” Cf. FE, p. 22, “ descriptive and theoretical.”

14 For Finnis on “ insight , see FH, p. 51.

15 Schultz, pp. 6; 10-15.

16 Summa Theologice (hereafter ST) 2-2, 47, 8; Schultz, p. 11. For im-
perare and praecipere used interchangeably, see also 2-2, 104, 1-5.

17 See ST 2-2, 47, 8; 1-2, 57, 6: 1-2, 15, 3; Schultz, p. 13, note 51.
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the continued effect of an end already embraced, command fol-
lows.® Now counsel and seleclion are, in a sense, in the realm
of theory.” More precisely, they are said to correspond to acts
of the speculative intellect which are inquiry and judgment.*
So they are within the domain of practical reason because they
are occurring in a situation in which practical reasen, as direct-
ing truth to operation, is operative* But the determination
about the appropriate or best means, or the right act in the
situation, is formulated descriptively.

Similarly, if in the pursuit of an instance of a human good
(e.g., knowledge) one recognizes it as a human good, the cor-
responding formula (“ Knowledge is a human good ”) is de-
scriptive. And if the good is attracting because it is first under-
stood to be a human good, this could be owing to a commit-
ment or a natural inclination humans have toward acting in a
way that is understood to be morally good—that takes into ac-
count human goods as such, as conducive to the development
of all humans, and hence as within the moral domain. In this
case, the notion  human good ’ is first understood descriptively.

According to this analysis Finnis is mistaken in radically
separating “evaluations” and * descriptions”, or “ought”
and “is”.* Thus he is mistaken in claiming that on logical
grounds, i.e., owing to the impossibility of deriving normative
from descriptive utterances, theoretical or non-prescribing rea-
son cannot arrive at basic value-judgments.® Indeed, as has

18 Consent and choice are sometimes one: ST 1-2, 15, 3 ad 3.

19 8T 2-2, 47, 8. The similarity of this situation and a speculative one can
be gleaned from the second and third kinds of speculative knowledge de-
geribed in 8T 1, 14, 16. In this paper these types of knowledge are con-
sidered simply as speculative,

20 8T 1-2, 57, 6.

2 K.g, ST 1, 79, 11 and ad 2; 1-2, 5, 7, 6. They are also about operable
matters. An analysis of descriptive “ ought ”-judgments in a practical con-
text forms part of my article “‘Ought’-Judgments: A Descriptivist Analysis
From a Thomistic Perspective”, The New Scholasticism, 61, 4 (Autumn,
1987).

22 ', p. 22; note 6 above.

23 See note 7 above.
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just been shown, the operation of this reason is essential to the
understanding of evaluation regarding human goods, whether
or not the characterization of such activity is accurately con-
veyed by terms such as “ metaphysical speculations ”. Integral
to the total reasoning process in question is reflective activity
on the notion of terms such as “ human good ”, and the under-
standing of human nature through the objects of universal in-
clinations, arrived at through experience and analysis.®*
Parallel to Finnis’s conflating the descriptive formula iden-
tifying a human good and the prescription to pursue such a
good is the inclusion in the notion of “ human good ” the notion
of something’s actually atiracting or being desired. Perhaps
the latter bears on the former; that is, perhaps one might in-
cline toward Finnis’s analysis through an association between
the notion of an object-as-attracting and its resultant prescrip-
tive “pull ”. Indeed, there is evidence that Finnis himself
adopts a view of the general notion of “good ™ as including
this attracting or desired element. In this paper I shall present
such evidence, based both on an interpretation of Aquinas’s
De wveritate offered by Ronald Duska, which Finnis apparent-
ly accepts, and on Finnis’s recent work, Fundamentals of
Ethies. 1 shall argue that principles faithful to Thomistic anal-
ysis require a revision of Duska’s position, as is suggested by
Aquinas’s discussion in the Summa Theologiae. 1 shall then
propose as the appropriate descriptive ratio of a “good X7
“an X suited to the desire anyone might have for a complete
X ”. (By analogy, a non-rational, non-cognitive being “ has
a desire” for the goods toward which a natural dynamism
drives it) . This discussion will then turn to an analysis of the
notion ‘human good’ as a subordinate use of “good”, but
also as descriptive. It will be seen that even a ratio of “ good ”

2¢0n p. 21 of FA Finnis discusses the procedure of grasping inclinations
through grasping objects. He says the principal objects of human life are
the concern of practical reason, but he omits reference to the need for verifying
objects of truly human inclinations through reflection upon what all humans
incline toward.
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that does include the notion of an element of actual attraction
can be descriptive through and through, and hence is com-
patible with purely theoretical reasoning about human goods.
A distinetion will then be drawn between the notion of “a
good-as-attracting ” and goods-as-attracting. I shall explain
that just as no ratio of “ good ” discussed can support the claim
that value-judgments are inherently prescriptive, neither can
an analysis of singular prescriptions based on attracting ob-
jects. Finnis’s theory, then, cannot be grounded in such con-
siderations; consequently it remains perplexing.

Finnis, and Duska’s Interpretation of “ Good ”

In his book Netural Law and Natural Rights John Finnis
refers the reader to Ronald Duska’s article “ Aquinas’s Defini-
tion of Good: Ethical-Theoretical Notes on De Veritate,
Q.21 7 * for a discussion of the “relation between desire, the
desirable, and the perfective in Aquinas’s notion of good ”.*®
In the chapter preceding the note in which Finnis does this,
he relates attraction to (or desire of) an object and its good-
ness. Finnis says, for example,

I will... use the term ‘ good’ to signify both the particular object
of a particular person’s desire, choice, or action, and the general
form, of which that particular object is (or is supposed to be) an
instance. For there is typically some general description that
makes manifest the aspect under which a particular objective has
its interest, attracts desire, choice, and efforts and thus is (or is
considered to be) a good thing.*’

Again, Finnis describes the judgment “ Knowledge is some-
thing good to have ” “ as a practical principle . . . [that] formu-
lates a want . . .”, contrasting it to “ a straightforward factual
judgment ”.2* In this quotation Finnis is offering his interpre-
tation of value-judgments as prescriptive, while the first ex-

25 The Montst 58 (1974), pp. 151-62; hereafter Duska.
26 NLNR, p. 79.

27 Ibid., p. 61.

28 Jbid., p. 63.
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cerpt reveals that Finnis’s formulation of the notion of “ good ”
mcludes the notion of actual desire, for when an object “ at-
tracts desire, choice, and efforts ” it thus is considered to be “ a
good thing ” %

Of course there is a long tradition of associating goodness
and actual desire. Ronald Duska, referred to by Finnis, offers
an interpretation of Aquinas’s notion of “ good ” based on the
De veritate, according to which a necessary condition for apply-
ing “good” to an item is that it actually be desired and/or
enjoyed.* Duska holds that this notion of being desired is part
of the very sense or ratio of the term “ good ”, as is the notion
of “ being perfective ”.** He arrives at this conclusion by pond-
ering Aquinas’s ratio of “ good ” in the De veritate: “. . . the
essence of good consists In this, that something perfects another
as an end . . . Now two things are essential to an end: it must
be sought or desired by things which have not attained the end,
and it must be loved by things which share the end, and be, as
it were, enjoyable to them ”3* Again, “ First of all and prin-
cipally, therefore, a being capable of perfecting another after
the manner of an end is called good ” .

It is important to realize that according to Duska the term
“ perfective ” indicates what is objectively completing for an
item according to its nature. He says, for example, that ac-
cording to Aquinas “. . . man’s nature gives him a specific func-
tion to fulfill if he is to become perfected . . . [theories compa-
tible with Aquinas hold that] there simply are . . . some things
which cannot be perceived as perfective and there are others
which must be perceived as perfective ”.** Duska then argues
that since Aquinas’s primary ratio of “ good ” includes the no-
tion of being objectively perfective as well as being enjoyed, a

29 Ibid., p. 61.

30 Duska, p. 153.

51 Ibid., pp. 1524

32 8t. Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones disputaice de wveritate (hereafer De
ver.) 21, 2; Duska, p. 152.

38 De ver. 21, 1; Duska, p. 152.

3t Duska, pp. 155-56.
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