
LITERARY THEORY, PHILOSOPHY OF 
HISTORY AND EXEGESIS 

XYONE FAMILIAR with the present state of biblical 
studies is aware that there is a significant shift on the 
part of many ,scholars away from the historical critical 

method as it was practiced earlier toward methods that are 
based upon various theories of literature.1 Criteria for judging 
the aptitude of either the historical or literary method are often 
established on the ·basis of their practical effectiveness in 
" yielding a meaning," particularly one that seems to serve the 
believing community. The difficulty with such an approach is 
that the philosophical principles latent in and undedying the 
various methods are not examined directly and are thus left 
to function unquestioned while the debate centers on results. 

The purpose of this study is modest. It is to reflect critical­
ly on a concrete work of exegesis in order to see how exegesis 
actually proceeds or might proceed. I a1so wish to question 
some of the unexpressed epistemological principles that often 
operate in whrut biblical scholars do. Taking rus a model those 
historians who have reflected philosophically on what it means 
to do history, I wish in a similar manner to reflect on what it 
means to do exegesis·. Such an undertaking, it is hoped, will 
advance the dialogue between systematic theology and exege­
sis and indicate further avenues to be explored. We have ar­
rived at a moment when it is in the interest of both disciplines 
to have a clearer notion of how to assess the results of biblical 
study. 

It is becoming increasingly obvious that the central issue in 
biblical studies is not method as such, though discussion of 

1 For a description of more profound aspects of this shift, see: J. P. 
Martin, "Toward a Post-Critical Paradigm," New Testament Studies 33 
( 1987) 370-385. 
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what is called the historical critical method, the literary 
method, etc. will always have its place. The core problem is 
that of developing a theology of human communication. This 
will be a theology that learns from the philosophy of language 
and literature and yet derives its primary lessons from the 
unique communication that each theologian experiences in his 
or her personal contact with the biblical text. 

The work done by Paul Ricoeur in the field of the philosophy 
of l 1anguage and literature can provide a, point of departure in 
the elaboration of such a theology of communication. In addi­
tion to reflecting philosophically on many aspects of human 
communication, Ricoeur has expressed himself from time to 
time on the relation of his philosophy to biblica,l issues. Thus, 
in his essay, " Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revela­
tion," 2 Ricoeur speaks of biblical hermeneutic as being " one 
regional hermeneutic within a general hermeneutic and a 
unique hermeneutic that is joined to philosophy as its or­
ganon." 3 In discussing the expression of dependence without 
heteronomy, at the conclusion his essay, Ricoeur goes on to 
say: 

... the experience of testimony can only provide the horizon for a 
specifically religious and biblical experience of revelation, without 
our ever being able to derive that experience from the philosophi­
cal categories of truth as manifestation and reflection as testi­
mony.4 

These statements, as we can easily recognize, touch upon a 
key dimension of the problem facing us as we attempt to lo­
cate the human communication of the scriptures in the context 
of revelation. The question is that of the presence of the unique 
existing within the common. It is the fact that the particular 
and irreducible nature of the biblical witness is necessarily 
made in language common to 1alL Scripture directs itself, not 

2Now found in L. Mudge (ed.), Essays iAi Bibliaal Interpretation (Phila­
delphia: Fortress, 1980), pp. 73-118. See in addition, "Naming God," Union 
Seminary Quarterly Review 34 ( 1979) 215-227. 

3" Toward a Hermeneutic," p. 104. 
4Jbid., p. 117. 
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to a remote and privileged sphere of " religion," but rather to 
the marketplace where human thoughts about existence jostle 
one another in a desire to be heard: 

Wisdom cries aloud in the street, 
in the open squares she raises her voice. 
Down the crowded ways she calls out, 
at the city gates she utters her words: 
"How long, you simple ones, will you love inanity, 
how long will you turn away at my reproof? 
Lo! I will pour out to you my spirit, 
I will acquaint you with my words." (Prov l: 20-23.) 

Revelation, to use the expression of Walter Kasper, is a 
"prophetic interpretation of reality/' 5 The testimony of the 
Scriptures makes not only meaning claims, but truth claims. It 
professes to portray the true perspective on reality, and this in 
a way that is binding on aU and not merely meaningful to 
some. Such a witness gives a strong affirmative answer to the 
question posed by Jean Nabert: "Do we have the right to in­
vest one moment of history with an absolute characteristic?" 6 

It is to Paul Ricoeur's credit that he takes this answer seri­
ously. He seeks to find a way between the pretensions of a 
philosophy that would arrogate to itself a false autonomy, and 
the pretensions of the " auxiliary language " of second order 
faith statements to have exhausted the content of the "refer­
ential language" of the scriptures.7 Gary Comstock, in a 
recent study, compared this aspect of Ricoeur's contribution to 
that of Hans Frei, 8 

I think it is true to say that more work has been done in 
philosophy and philosophical theology than in exegesis in the 

5 W. Kasper, The God of Jesus Ghrist (New York: Crossroad, 1984), p. 68. 
6 J. Nabert, Essai sur le nial (Paris: Presses Un. de France, 1955), p. 148. 

Cited in "Toward a Hermeneutic," p. 109. 
7 The use of the terms "auxiliary " and "referential" language refers to 

the way these terms are used in the statement of the Pontifical Biblical 
Commission, Bible et Ghristologie # 1.2.2/3. Text, in French and Latin, is 
published by Cerf, 1984. 

s G. Comstock, "Truth or Meaning: Ricoeur versus Frei on Biblical Nar­
rative," Journal of Religion (1986) 117-140. 
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attempt to see exactly how the uniqueness of the biblical wit­
ness actuailly communicates in and through common language. 
This situation dictates the approach I wish to take here. I will 
begin with the exegesis of :a specific and important passage of 
the New Testament, the text of Mark which presents Jesus' 
moment of decision before his Passion (Mk 14: 32-42). I wish 
then to reflect on how the exegesis undertaken is clarified by 
and in turn modifies some of Ricoeur's proposals. In the light 
of this reflection, I will consider how this narrated event is 
revelation. 

An Exegesis of Mark 14:32-42 

This is the text of Mark in a literal translation: 

32a And they came to a small estate whose name was Gethsemane, 
32b and he said to his disciples: 
32c " Sit here while I pray." 
33a And he took along Peter and James and John with him, 
33b and he began to be overawed and distressed; 
34a and he said to them: 
34b " My soul is sorrowful, enough to die; 
34c wait here and keep awake." 
35a And going on a little, he fell on the ground, 
35b and he kept praying 9 that if it were possible the hour might 

pass from him. 
36a And he was saying: 
36b "Abba, Father, all things are possible to you; 
36c take this cup away from me; 
36d but not what I want, but what you." 
37a And he came and found them sleeping, 
37b and he said to Peter: 
37c "Simon, are you sleeping? 
37d Could you not keep awake one hour? 
38a All of you, keep awake and pray that you do not come into 

temptation; 
38b the spirit is eager, but the flesh is weak." 
39 And again going off, he prayed, saying the same thing. 

9 Phrases such as "kept praying" accent the use of the imperfect in the 
Markan text. Given the inconsistency with which Mk uses the imperfect as 
an historical tense, such translations are necessarily interpretations of the 
author's intention. 
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40a And again coming, he found them sleeping, 
40b for their eyes were heavy; 
40c and they did not know how they might answer him. 
41a And he came a third time, 
41b and he said to them: 
41c "Are you still sleeping and taking your rest? 
4ld It is satisfied. 
4le The hour has come. 
4lf Look, the Son of Man is being given over into the hands of 

smners. 
42a Rise up, let us go. 
42b Look, the one who gives me over has come near!' 

Historical Critique 10 

Most commentators are agreed that the threefold synoptic 
narrative (Mt 26: 36-46/Mk 14: 32-42/Lk 22: 39-46), the use 
of the same basic material in John (Jn 12:27-29 [+ 14:31; 
18: 11]), and the a:llusion in Hebrews (Heb 5: 7-10) refer to a 
moment of crisis in the Me of Jesus shortly before his arrest 
in which he, amid great fear, embraced the will of the Father. 

We are dealing something "really happened." We 
can reduce to two the reasons for asserting that an historical 
event is the basis for what our sources refer to: (1) the multi­
plicity of the NT witness, and (2) the unlikelihood that the 
early community would have created such a scene. It is also 
plausible that the synoptic location of this event is correct, 
both geographically, on a ,small estate 11 on the Mount of 
Olives, and chronologically, just before Jesus' arrest. John, on 
the other hand, places the words of Jesus' prayer of decision 
right after his triumphal entry into Jerusalem at an unspecified 
place in the city. This is ,a theological choice. The accent of 
the arrest scene in the Fourth Gospel is on the sovereign power 

10 There is abundant bibliographical material a:vailable on this incident. 
Most of it is collected or alluded to in: R. Pesch, Das Markiisevangelium 
(HTKNT; Freiburg: Herder, 1984), II, p. 396. To this add: A Feuiliet, 
L' Agonie de Geths{;mani (Paris: Gabalda, 1977) ; J. W. Holleran, The Synop­
tia Gethsemane. A Critical Study (Analecta Gregoriana, 191; Rome: Un. 
Gregoriana, 1973). 

11 John calls the spot a "garden" (kepos), while locating Jesus' prayer 
elsewhere. 
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of Jesus. In addition, the latter part of chapter 12 in Jn is a 
hinge, concluding the first part of the Gospel and joining this 
to the Passion Narrative. A logical place for John to present 
this moment of decision is in this chapter 12, soon after Jesus 
announces that "the hour has come." (Jn 12: 23.) The ac­
count in Hebrews is not a narrative, but a descriptive report 
that prescinds from any definite location in either time or 
space. 

We may note that all the accounts seem to reflect a" canoni­
cal" way of narrating the heart of the event. They allude to 
psalms which serve to portray Jesus as the suffering just man 
who is "sorrowful" (Mt 26: 38/Mk 14: 34) or" troubled" (Jn 
12: 27) . These two terms are found as parallel expressions in 
LXX Ps 41: 6,12; 43: 5. (See also Ps 6: 3-7.) He prays with 
a "loud cry and tears" (Heb 5: 7; see LXX Ps 37: 10; 6: 3-7, 
etc.) . In addition, all the ,accounts stress the fact that this 
prayer is an expression of the filial relation Jesus has with the 
Father. In the four Gospel narratives, Jesus explicitly aiddresses 
his prayer to the Father (Mt 26: 19/Mk 14: 36/Lk 22: 42/Jn 
12: 27), while in Heb 5: 8, Jesus is called "Son." The Gospels 
frame the actual expression of submission in terms meant to 
evoke the" Our Father:" Mt 26: 39/Mk 14: 36/Lk 22: 42 (also 
Mt 26: 44) reflect Mt 6: 10 (despite the fact that this petition is 
not in the Lukan vcersion of the "Our Father") , while Jn 12: 28 
echoes Mt 6: 9. This same prayer provides the theme of" temp­
tation" found in the synoptics (Mt 26: 41/Mk 14: 38; Lk 22: 
40,46; see Heb 4: 15). In addition, the Gospel tradition concurs 
in calling this moment "the hour." This is particularly strik­
ing in Mk (14:35b [see Jn 12:27]; 37d; 4lc [=Jn 12:23]), al­
though it also figures in Mt 26: 40,45 (see Lk 22: 53) . 

This well-established recourse to common soul'ces and vo­
cabulary is part of what I will call, using Ricoeur's terminol­
ogy, a traditional interpretive" configuration." 12 As the event 

12 For a discussion of this term, see: P. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, tr. 
K. McLaughlin and D. Pellauer, Vol. I (University of Chicago Press, 1984), 
pp. 64-70. 
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was reflected upon and transmitted in the tradition, a partic­
u1ar way of shaping the material, embodying the themes men­
tioned above, was esta:blished. There was a widespread con­
sensus that the best way to penetrate and present the inner 
meaning of this event was to givce it a particular literary shaipe 
which indicated the relation between Jesus' definitive act of 
submission to the Father and the present situation of the 
Church. 

Literary Critique 

From our resume of the results of historical criticism, we 
may conclude that we are dealing here with a real event in the 
life of Jesus, one which occurred close to the time of his arrest. 
The shaping or configuring of the event, however, was done ac­
cording to norms and theological judgments that were wide­
spread and preexisted the manifold tradition we find in the 
NT. I wish now to institute a brief literary study of the text 
of Mark. Though a consideration of the· resemblances to the 
other narratives and to the material in Hebrews is very use­
ful, it will be kept to 'a minimum here. According to what I 
will call the principle of responsibility, an author must be con­
sidered responsible for what he puts in his text. No matter 
what pre-existing material he is using or upon which he is 
modeling himself, it is part of his communication. This means 
that once we are aware that Mk shares and exploits a wide­
spread tradition and, in this instance, is particularly close to 
Mt, we may still read the Markan text as his particular con­
figuration of the event we are considering. 

1) The Structure of Mk 14:32-42 

There is general consensus that Mk 14: 32-42 is a pericope, 
that is, a relatively free-standing, self-enclosed literary presen­
tation of an event.13 Whether or not Mk has inserted it into a 

13 For a treatment of the distinction between pericope, episode, and in­
cident in NT literature, I refer the reader to my book, Narrative Parallels to 
the New Testament (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988). One may also consult a 
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pre-Marlmn Passion Story need not concern us here. There is 
a unity of action: Jesus arrives with his disciples at Geth­
semane, urges them to pray, prays himself, exhorts them, and 
finally announces the coming of the hour aibout which he 
prayed and the imminent arrival of the paradidous, the one 
who will set the whole process of the Passion in movement. 
This unity of action is, of course, the work of the author, im­
posing his point of view upon the complex of activities in 
order to compose the event. 

There are four distinct movements to the action clearly in­
dicated in the text. The first movement, vv. 32a-36d, presents 
the setting, the conflict, and its resolution. The conflict and 
resolution of this movement is the common heritage of the 
whole tradition. The second, thil'd, and fourth movements, vv. 
87a-39b, vv. 40a-c, and vv. 4la-42b, are introduced by the 
notice that Jesus came to the disciples. The second and third 
movements are introduced hy " came," "found," and " them 
sleeping." This explicitly alludes to the themes of Mk 13: 36. 
The fourth movement continues the allusion. We can see that 
Mk clearly intends this means of dividing the text by the fact 
that no notice that Jesus went away precedes the repetition 
of the theme in v. 4la. 

2) A Discusmon of the Four Movernents of the Text 

I wish in this section to discuss the poetic function of the 
l\1arkan text, that is, the manner in which the verbal texture 
" makes " o:r configures the various movements of the action by 
establishing links between this event and other themes and 
events within the Gospel and the tradition contiguous to it. 
In the next section, we will consider more explicitly how the 
text is appropriated or, to use Ricoeur's term, "refigured" by 
the audience. 

The identification of the small estate as Gethsemane begins 
the narrative with a signal that Mark wishes to re-tell some-

shorter study, Encounter Stories: A Oharacteristio Gospel Narrative Form 
(Washington: Word Among Us Press, 1979). 
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thing already known in a traidition that has reached further 
than his immediate audience. This is true no matter how one 
views the question of Markan priority. The address in 32c may 
be an allusion to Abraham's words to his servants as he and 
Isaac depart for the sacrifice (Gen 22: 5). If so, then we can 
see how the use of an expression which is already part of 
sacred narrative 1allows us to understand what is happening 
within the broader context of God's plan. The notice in 33a 
links this incident with the raising of the daughter of Jairus 
(Mk 5: 37) , the Transfiguration (Mk 9: 2) , and probably as 
well the eschatological discourse (Mk 13: 3-the same three 
and Andrew) . That is, we 1are in a situation of private and 
important revelation. 

In v. 33b, we have a vivid description of Jesus' state, using 
two words. The first word, ekthambesthai, is unique to Mark 
and he uses it to describe an awed reaction to the result of a 
special divine manifestation: the crowd as Jesus comes down 
the mount of the Transfiguration (Mk 9: 15) , and the women 
at the empty tomb (Mk 16: 5,6) . The second word, denoting 
a strong state of distress and disorientation, is also used by 
Mt (26: 27; see Phil 2: 26) . As I have already indicated, v. 34b 
serves to portray Jesus as the suffering and praying just man 
of the psalms. We find this theme thmughout the Passion Nar­
rative (e.g., Ps 22 in Mk 15: 24,29,34; Ps 69 in Mk 15: 23,36). 

With the instruction in v. 34c, we enter upon a more pointed 
and decisive use of vocabulary .. The term translated here, 
"keep awake" (gregorein), occurs only in this pericope and in 
the exhortations and parable which conclude the eschatological 
discourse (Mk 13: 32-37) , where it occurs three times along 
with two other terms denoting vigilance. We wiU return to this 
shortly. 

After the description in v. 35a of Jesus' distress and p:ros­
trate prayer, Mk gives a resume of the prayer (v. 35b) in in­
direct discourse using the term "hour." Besides the remark­
aible resemblances to Johannine usage I mentioned above, we 
should note the phrase in Mk 13: 32, " Concerning that day 
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and the hour, no one knows .... " In v. 36b, we have the prayer 
in direct discourse addressed to "Abba, Father." This Ara­
maic/Greek expression is found only here in the Gospels, al­
though it occurs twice in the Pauline letters (Gal 4: 6; Rom 
8: 15) to describe the Spirit-inspired prayer of Christians. The 
use of the phrase at this point has three effects: (1) it indi­
cates that the obedience 0:£ Jesus is that 0£ a Son (see Mk 
1: 1,11; 9: 7; 15: 39; compare Heb 5: 8); (2) it forms an explicit 
link between the prayer of Jesus and that of his followers; and 
(3) it introduces as background the prayer recorded in Mt 

6: 9-13/Lk 11: 2-4, though not in Mk. Jesus addresses the 
Father uniquely in Mk with: " all things are possible to you " 
(see Mk 9: 23). He is the one who "can save him from 
death" (Heb 5: 7). This time, common with the synoptic 
tradition and Jn (18: 11), the impending suffering is described 
as a "cup." This establishes Jesus as the one who vicariously 
drinks the cup of God's wrath (see 10: 39) .14 The decisive 
movement of the action ends in v. 36c. Jesus does what he 
taught his disciples to prays embraces the will 
of the Father. From this point, Jesus will no longer engage in 
decision-making, although Mk alludes to his prayer in v. 39b. 
The rest of the action has another direction and other con­
cerns. 

As we noted above, there are still three further movements 
in this event. In each of these, Jesus is the only one to speak, 
and his words provide a unique resolution to the aporia of 
time as well as instruction concerning what is immediately to 
follow. 

The second movement opens in v. 37a with a fulfillment of 
the warning given in 13: 36, " ... lest coming suddenly he find 
you sleeping." In v. 37b-d, we have the demotion of "Peter" 
to " Simon," a question about his torpor, and an allusion to the 
theme of "hour." This is followed by a solemn rhythmical 

14 For a discussion of the background of this image and bibliography, see: 
F. Martin, "Le bapteme clans l'Esprit. Tradition du Nuoveau Tetament et 
vie de l'Eglise," Nouvelle Revue Tlufologique 108 (1984) 23-58, esp. 32-33. 
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phrase addressed in the plural (v. 38a-b), not only to the inept 
disciples, but also to the whole Church. I propose that this 
phrase derives from the prophetic activity that characterized 
early Christian community gatherings.15 The noun peirasmos, 
a word well-represented in the NT tradition, occurs only here 
in Mk. It reiterates a theme from Mk 1: 13, echoed in 8: 11; 
10: 2; 12: 15 as well as in 8: 33, and alludes to the sixth peti­
tion of the" Our Father" (Mt 6: 13 = Lk 11: 4). The injunc­
tion to keep awake repeats the allusion to Mk 13: 32-37 al­
ready established. It is also 'a common NT theme (lThes 5: 6, 
lCor 16: 13; Rev 16: 15, etc.), joined here, as is often the case, 
to the notion of prayer (Col 4: 2; lPet 5: 8). The addition of 
the theme of " temptation " serves to accentuate the atmos­
phere of the eschaton, the ultimate moment of trial (see Rev 
3: 10; 2: 10). The most striking new element is that of a 
theological anthropology using terms not found in this sense 
in the whole of Mk. The concepts of " spirit " and " flesh " 
indicate not static constituents of the human frame, but rather 
dynamic and contrary components whose ultimate resolution 
will determine a person's eternal future. This thinking is 
broadly-based in the tradition of the NT and finds expression, 
as is well known, in the writings of Paul, in lPet (3: 18; 4: I), 
and in the founth gospel (Jn 6: 63) . The closest antecedent to 
this view is to be found at Qumran.16 

15 For a consideration of the role of Christian prophets in the wording of 
some NT logia, see: J. D. G. Dunn, "Prophetic 'I' Sayings and the Jesus 
Tradition: The Importance of Testing Prophetic Utterances Within Early 
Christianity," New Testament Studies 24 ( 1977/78) 175-198. The suggestion 
that Mk 14: 38a-b derives in some way from the life of the community is not 
new. R. Bultmann, Die Gesohiohte der Synoptischen Tradition, 4th ed. ( GQt­
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1958), p. 288, speaks of it as "christliohe 
Erbaungsprache." He also considers the pericope to have a "thoroughgoing 
legendary character." Even granting his particular notion of "legend," this 
is not, in my opinion, correct. For a resume of other shades of opinion re­
garding the community source of this exhortation, see: Holleran, The Synop­
tic Gethsemane, p. 128. 

16 For a good study of this, see K. G. Kuhn, " 
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We are certainly entitled to see in this passage a Markan use 
of source material, some of ,which he most likely derived from 
the liturgical life of the community. More specifically, ,we are 
dealing with a prophetic exhortation which has been incorpo­
rated into the configuration of an event in the life of Jesus. 
Two things are apparent here which I will discuss shortly: (I) 
Mk has 1a very particular concept of time involved in his super­
imposition of one dimension oi the life of Christ upon another, 
and this involves (2) the claim of the whole Gospel that Jesus 
is still alive. 

The third movement of the action (v. 40 a-c) seems to have 
but one function in the text. By using again the terminology 
of Mk 13: 36, and combining it with a word for word repeti­
tion of Mk 9: 6 (v. 40c), Mk forges another link with the 
Transfiguration which he, in turn, brings into connection with 
the eschatological moment. Mark intends the remark itself, 
along ,with the notice in v. 40b that" their eyes were heavy," 
to show once again the inept nature of the disciples' response 
in the face of the suffering and glory of the Son of Man.17 

This ineptitude is not merely of human origin but has its cause 
in the work of Satan.18 

The fourth and final movement (vv. 4la-42b), still using the 
theme of Jesus' coming and the disciples' s,leeping, is for the 
most part a series of statements (vv. 4Id-42h) that serve to 
give proper perspective tn ,what has just occurred and what 
will occur shortly. The first of these statements, unique ito Mk, 
remains for us unintelligible and thus provides a good illustra­
tion of the continued need for historical and philological re-

the New TestU1Tnent (New York: Harper and Row, 1957), pp. 94-113. This 
line from the Hymns Scroll is particularly striking: " The walk of man is 
not constant except by the spirit God has created in him." (lQH 4, 31.) Mk 
also uses pneuma in a less technical anthropological sense: Mk 2: 8, 8: 12. 

11 For a study of this point, see: Q. Quesnell, The Mind of Mark (.An. 
Bib., 38) (Rome: Pont. Bib. Inst., 1969). 

18 J.M. Robinson, in The Problem of History in Mark (SBT, 11) (London: 
SCM, 1957), pointed this out in general without specific reference to the text. 
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search.19 The announcement in v. 4le that "the hour has 
come" refers immediately to the subject of Jesus' prayer in v. 
85b, and behind that to the decisive moment in the life of 
Jesus and the history of the world which God has determined. 
Verse 41£, introduced by idou, indicates the fulfillment of the 
prophecies concerning the Son of Man in 8: 81; 9: 81; 10: 88, 
borrowing some elements from each and using the key word, 
paradidonai, which probably reflects NT use of LXX Is 58: 
6,12 and which refers to the whole process of the P:assion. 
(See Mk 8: 19; 14: 10,11,18,21; 15: 1,10. See as well such texts 
as Rom 4: 25.) 

Inv. 42a, ·We have what must have been a traditional way 
of expressing Jesus' sense of determination as his Passion ap­
proaches: we find the identical phrase, not surprisingly, in Mt 
26: 46, but also in Jn 14: 31. The last phrase, once again intro­
duced by idou, describes Judas as o paradidous, an epithet re­
peated in v. 44, and announces his imminent arrival ·with the 
same term as Mk uses for the Kingdom of God in Mk 1: 15. 
We may compare the Johannine expression in Jn 14: 30: "the 
Prince of this world is coming." This immediately precedes the 
exhortation I referred to just above (Jn 14: 81): "Rise, let us 
go from here." 

An Interpretation of the Narrative 

What we have accomplished so far, utilizing the methods 
of historical and literary criticism, may he termed "commen­
tary." This is a description or a report of whait the text says. 
There is, however, another step necessary in a total reading of 
the text. We may term this " interpretation": it attempts to 
understand what the text is talking about. When there is 
question of a propositional text, even a text thait employs sym­
bolic language, as do the P:auline letters, Hebrews, etc., we ex­
press our effort to understand the reality that the text dis­
cusses in a transposed set of propositions. This set of proposi-

19 A discussion of the possible meanings of a,peahei can be found in the 
commentaries, e.g., Pesch, Markus II, pp. 393-394. 
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tions is framed in "auxiliary language," which is always sub­
ordinate to the more aibundant " referential lm1guage " of the 
Scriptures.20 

In a text such as Mk 14: 82-42, we are dealing with narra­
tive. An understanding or re-understanding of a narrative 
may be expressed in another narrative. This is often the pro­
cedure of the ,ancients, as I. Heinemann pointed out,21 and we 
can see the procedure at work in the diverse narratives of the 
same Gethsemane event we are considering here. The other 
manner of interpreting a narrative is similar to that of inter­
preting propositional texts: the configured rea.Iity is described 
in a series of propositions. This is a discursive resume of what 
results from the interaction of the reader with the text. In 
Ricoeur's terminology, an interpretation is an explicitation of 
our "refiguring" of the narrative. There is a difference, how­
ever. Ricoeur himself has attempted an analysis of the the­
ologico-literary procedures at work in Mk 14: 82-42. His work, 
in my opinion, is a refiguring that does not deal sufficiently 
with the historical referent of the narrative:22 This is due to 
a lack of attention to what an historical critical approach can 
and must establish. I will return to this point later. 

I propose a descriptive interpretation of Mk 14: 82-42, 
touching upon only some of its features and based upon the 
preceding historical and Jiterary commentary. 

There was a moment when Jesus Christ made a decision to 
embrace what he clearly perceived to be the will of God, his 
Father, for him. This moment came shortly before his arrest 
in Gethsemane. It was a moment of human decision. Within 
the confines of humanity, someone made an act of submission 

.20 For an indication of the source of this terminology, see note 6 above. 
21 I. Heinemann, in his study of rabbinic exegesis, distinguished between 

"creative history" and "creative philology." By the former, he intended to 
describe the process of retelling an event; by the latter, the process by which 
a meaning is drawn out by "etymology." I. Heinemann, Darke ha A.ggadah, 
3rd ed. (Jerusalem: Masada, 1970). 

22 P. Ricoeur, "Le Recit Interpretatif," Recherches de Science Religieuse 
73 ( 1985) 17 -38, esp. 32-33. 
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to God in which the Absolute is revealed in a contingent act. 
In the words of Maximus the Confessor, we a:re saved by the 
human decision of a divine Person.23 Without that decision, 
the rest of the Passion would have been fruitless. 

Because he has realized in a uniquely profound way the 
mystery of suffering and submission, Jesus sums up within 
himself a transcendent manner the characteristics of that 
righteous and 1;1uffering man who has been crying out to God in 
his thirst for justice since the beginning of the world. What is 
more, his obedience reveals something of the selflessness of the 
relation between the Father and the Son.24 This one punctiliar 
movement in the life of Jesus is itself the summing up of the 
temptation and the obedience that characterized his whole 
earthly existence. It does, however, raise them to a unique 
significance. This is the hour. It is the moment in time when 
Jesus takes upon himself the ultimate consequences of belong­
ing to "the present evil age." (Gal 1: 4). It is therefore the 
moment of conflict between the Son of God and Satan. We 
are not spectators to this conflict; we are called to share in it. 
In the first place, the death and resurrection which ineluctably 
follow from this decision are the reasons why we too are " de­
livered from this present evil age." Secondly, those things 
aibout to happen to Jesus had already been predicted as part 
of the future of the disciples: to be given over to tribunals, 
beaten, and made to stand before governors and kings. We are 
not to worry; what we are to say will be given us in that hour 
(Mk 13: 9-11). 

Yet, as the hour approaches, we see two different reactions. 

2s This phrase of Maximus, made in the light of the Gethsemane scene, is 
the object of a study by F. M. Lethel, Theofogie de l'agonie du Ghrist: la 
liberte humaine du Fils de Dieu et son interpretation soteriologique mise en 
lumiere par Saint M axime le Confesseur ( Theologie Historique, 52) (Paris: 
Beauchesne, 1979). 

24 This is developed in the study by J. Moltmann, The Cruoified God: The 
Gross of Ghrist as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology, tr. 
R. A. Wilson and J. Bowden (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), pp. 235-
249. See the valuable remarks on this outlook by W. Hill, "The Doctrine of 
God after Vatican II," The Thomist 51 (1987) 395-418, esp. 405ff. 
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Jesus is at prayer, resisting temptation, and submitting to the 
plan of the Father. The disciples, in flagrant disobedience to 
the reiterated command to keep awake, are asleep, unable to 
watch one hour. It is at this point that a solemn warning rings 
out once again: " Keep awake and pray that you do not come 
into temptation; the spirit is eager, but the flesh is weak." 
These words are not the last admonition of a dead master. 
They are the command of the risen Lord. They are not the 
record of what Jesus said one night. They are the words he is 
speaking now to this harassed community in danger of being 
deceived by the forces of darkness, and of being overpowered 
by persecution and disappointment. This church is running 
the risk of totally misunderstanding t'he moment of revelation, 
of not knowing how to respond to what God is doing. 

If we understand the relationship between the eschatological 
warning in chapter 13 and its repetition here, we see that there 
are two dimensions of time being conveyed. As we have said, 
the hour is the ultimate moment. It is characterized by being 
the point in human history during which Jesus overturns the 
forces which we can sum up under the name of Sin and which 
ruled over history. (See Heh 
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mension of time conveyed by the narrative. Strictly speaking, 
the text is not history in the sense that it is an attempt to re­
cover the past. The NT is rather a proclamation that this his­
torically oontingent event is still present because Jesus Christ 
is risen from the dead. 

How does this apply to the action narrated in Mk 14: 



FRANCIS MARTIN 

horting and teaching his brethren generation after generation 
through the words of the written text and the words of proph­
ecy that he delivers. 

Reflections Deriving Frmn Recent Work in the Philosophy 
of Literature and History 

At this point, I would like to undertake a reflection on the 
methods invnlved in the steps of commentary and interpreta­
tion that we have just accomplished. My starting point is the 
work of Paul Ricoeur because he has published a good deal in 
the field of the philosophies of literature and history, and be­
cause many of his insights are helpful and congenial to the 
work of such reflection. However, I think there are several 
weak points in his presentations, in which what exegetes ac­
tually do, or should do, diverges from Ricoeur's theoretical re­
flections. 

1) Methodological and Epistemological Considerations 

Paul Ricoeur has always been the champion of respect for 
the text. He has opposed all attempts to " get behind the 
text" and interpret it in terms of the investigator's preoccupa­
tions rather than in terms of intersubjective communication. 
He has opposed the "hermeneutics of suspicion" which orig­
inated in its various 



LITERARY THEORY, HISTORY AND EXEGESIS 593 

It must be acknowledged that much work done in biblical 
exegesis under the aegis of what is called the historical critical 
method shares, usually unconsciously, the epistemological pre­
suppositions of historicism. The text is treated as an object 
which will automatically yield its meaning when one applies 
the proper method to it. On the other hand, in reaction to this 
type of historicism, other exegetes have sought the text's 
meaning in the application of structuralist or semiotic meth­
ods. Both approaches, historical and intra-textual, are usually 
tempered, however, by the interpreter's desire to listen to the 
text. It has been Riooeur's contribution to elaborate a theory 
of approaching the text that accounts for the" tempering" ac­
tivity that exegetes usually exercise more on the level of com­
mon sense or instinct. This theory comes at a propitious time 
since the excesses of both approaches need the corrective of 
what I called earlier a theology of human communication. 

However, as I already mentioned, there does not seem to be 
much room in Riooeur's theory for the kind of activity under­
taken above under the rubric, "historical critique." There is 
a difference between getting behind a text in order to use it as 
a source for the history of early Christianity and as a norm 
for judging the meaning of a text (historical criticism), and 
the historical and philological study that facilitates the com­
municative effort of the text itself. The first makes the text a 
servant of extraneous preoccupations, the second seeks to serve 
the text. This second type of activity makes possible a deeper 
participation in what Ricoeur felicitously calls " the direction 
of thought opened up by the text." 27 It does so, however, by 
overcoming some of the "strangeness " and " distance " of the 
text.28 

The very nature of revelation means that the judgment 
regarding the historical nature of what is being conveyed in the 

27 Interpretation Theory, p. 92. 
2s Ricoeur has a penetrating study on the positive aspects of distanciation: 

"The hermeneutical function of distanciation," now in J. B. Thompson 
(ed.), Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences (Cambridge Un. Press, 1981), 
pp. 131-144. 
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text is an important one. The problem of ascertaining in our 
text, or in any Gospel text, whether or not there is a real event 
being configured is not a negligible one. It affects the nature 
of the testimony being given to an historically contingent 
moment. We must ask if this is a theological notion woven 
into a basic narrative about Jesus, or the configuration of an 
event that " really happened." What are the criteria for mak­
ing such a judgment? 

More work is needed in order to enable us to understand the 
kind of literature with which we are dealing. The Gospels do 
not fit into any category of literature with which we modern 
Westerners are familiar. 29 I find it interesting that Ricoeur, 
in discussing the mutual borrowing that takes place between 
history and fiction, uses the term "interweaving." Origen, in 
his commentary on John, uses the same term (prosyphainein) 
when discussing the manner in which the four evangelists 
"have woven into their writing, with the help of expressions 
used to describe sensible things, realities evident to them in a 
purely spiritual [noetos] manner." 30 This insight deserves fur­
ther study. The point I wish to make here is simply that, as far 
as I can tell, Ricoeur, in concentrating on withstanding the 
pressures of various forms of getting behind the text, has not 
sufficiently taken into account the legitimate role of historical 
investigation in determining the nature of "the direction of 
thought opened up by the text." This is an important, if dif­
ficult, task in NT exegesis. 

I propose in this regard there is a twofold hermeneuti-
cal spiral at work in historical investigation. The first spiral is 
the application of the historical and philological disciplines in 

29 I say this despite the considerable amount of recent research into this 
question. For a more extended discussion, I refer the reader to my Narrative 
Parallels to the New Testament mentioned previously in note 13. 

30 The term is found in P. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Vol. I, p. 82. For 
Origen, see Commentary on John, 10, 5 ( 18), Sources Chretiennes, 157, p. 
394. I was first made aware of this view of Origen by the study of R. Grant, 
The Earliest Lives of Jesus (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1961), p. 65 
et passim. 
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striving to understand the utterance of the text. This is 
characterized, as is well known, by an oscillation between 
intuition and verification on successively deeper and more 
inclusive levels. This may be called the spiral of "explana­
tion,'' and it corresponds to what we termed above as com­
mentary. The second spiral is" understarrding" and is marked 
by the oscillation between what is being achieved on the level 
of explanation and what is understood on the level of faith. 
In this process, the understanding of faith, while it has 
a directivce role, must always be modified by what the text is 
stating and be ·ruble to verify its position by what is present in 
the text. The positing of two :hermeneutical spirals merely 
makes explicit the fact that all historical work takes place 
under the aegis of some higher and broader preoccupation. In 
this case, faith functions not merely as a norm, a set of tradi­
tional documents against which an interpretation is to be 
evaluated, although this is important; it also functions as a 
light, as a directive principle within the mind. This, I take it, 
is what .the medieval theologians mean by " the light of faith " 
when discussing how theology is a science. It is the level at 
which what I have called interpretaition takes place. 

My second reflection has to do with history and poetry. We 
read in Volume I of Time and Narrative this very he1pful dis­
tinction: 

It is for this reason that historians are not simply narrators: they 
give reasons why they consider a particular factor rather than 
some other to be the sufficient cause of a given course of events. 
Poets also create plots that are held together by causal skeletons, 
But these latter are not the subj-ect of a process of argumentation. 
Poets restrict themselves to producing the story and explaining by 
narrating.81 

Using the terminology of .the rubove quote, we must say 
that most biblical narrative is poetic rather than historical. 
There are ·discursive explanations given for events, as when 
the Deuteronomical redactor says of the fall of the northern 
kingdom: " This came aibout because the Isrruelites sinned 

s1 Time and Narrative, I, p. 186. 
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against the Lord their God .... " (2Kgs 17: 7ff.) The death of 
Jesus is due to" the set purpose and plan of God " (Acts 2: 23) 
and is destined "for us" (Eph 5:1-2; lTim 2:6; Gal 2:20, 
etc.), "for our sins" (Gal. 1: 4; lCor 15: 3, etc.), and "to de­
stroy the devil's works" (lJn 3: 8) . But, as we can observe, 
the chain of causality ,asserted in these cases pertains to what 
J. Lacroix calls the "vertical dimension" of history.32 There 
is an interiority to events. When these events are revelations 
of God, this interiority can only he correctly perceived th11ough 
the gift of prophecy and transmitted through testimony. Let 
me give an example. Let us suppose that someone were to tell 
us that Smith entered a room, <Saw Jones, hesitated a, moment, 
and then went to shake his hand, as Jones took his hand in 
both of his. We might consider ,this event and its narration 
rather ordinary. However, if our narrator were to add that 
Smith and Jones had been enemies for twelve years, he would 
uncover for us an interior dimension of the event that confers 
upon it a much more significant meaning. Tradition has al­
ways accorded the Gospel writers a prophetic authority by 
which they poetically unfold for us the interiority of the events 
in the life of Jesus. They add to their narrative the dimension 
of testimony. In Ricoeur's terms: 

The term testimony should be applied to words, works, actions and 
to lives which attest to an intention, an inspiration, an idea at the 
heart of experience and history which nonetheless transcend ex­
perience and history.33 

The Markan text which forms the basis or our reflections is, 
by any account, a poetic text. It makes, or remakes, the event 
from words. It "explains by narrating." In this verbal re­
making of the event, what Ricoeur calls configuration, there is 
a judgment made and a truth claim asserted. Mark bears 
testimony to an interior dimension of an event, which is at the 
same time the interior dimension of the whole Passion process. 

3.2 J. Lacroix, Histoire et M ystere ( Tournai: Casterman, 1962), p. 7. 
33 "The Hermeneutics of Testimony," Essays on Biblical Interpretation, 

p. ll9. 
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This dimension consists in the relationship between Jesus and 
the Father as Jesus manifests this in his interior decision to 
obey his Father's will by entering into a conflict with Sin and 
overcoming it. Because of the ultimate nature of this event, 
it is cast in terms of the eschatological moment and declared to 
he present as an ongoing reality in the lives of the believers. In 
order to grasp this, Ricoeur tells us we must interact, not with 
the worlds created by ourselves behind and within the text, 
but with the " world in front of the 
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effacement of the descriptive or ostensive reference.41 But does 
it? In our interpretation of Mk 14: 32-42, both references con­
tribute to our understanding. The text does not merely re­
fashion this moment in the life of Jesus so that it opens up 
possiibilities and exigencies of our Christian existence: it also 
giV'es us understanding of the eV'ent itself. We understand more 
profoundly the true dimensions of Jesus' relation to the Father, 
his interior decision to accept the Father's will regarding the 
Passion pl'ocess, and the relation of that decision to the ulti­
mate and final moment of human history. In other words, to 
echo Jean N abert, there is ultimate truth l'evealed to us in a 
contingent event. 

In accenting the freedom of the text fl'om its original matrix 
of author and reader, and in considering the descriptive/osten­
sive reference of the text as needing to be suppressed in order 
to liberate the metaphorical/ symbolic reference, Ricoeur un­
derplays the ro1e of the text as an instance of intersubjective 
communication. Though the perspective and contexts are dif­
ferent, I would off er here some words of St. Thomas Aquinas 
in his discussion of the role of a teacher. His insight opens a 
way which allows for the corrective of ostensive reference to 
a particular event in order to ground the metaphorical or con­
figuring role of the total narratiV'e act. Thomas says in effect 
that the role of the teacher is to produce in the student that 
movement of mind by which he himself arrived at the truth. 
His woros are: 

So according to this method [by which art imitates nature], one 
man is said to teach another because, through symbols [signa], he 
expounds to the other that discursive line of reasoning which he 
himself follows in natural reasoning. And so the natural reason of 
the student, by means of the symbols proposed to him, instruments 
as it were, comes to a knowledge of unknown things.42 

41 Ibid., p. 80. 
42 De V eritate 11, 1. Translation is that of J. P. Shannon, Of the Teacher 

(Chicago: Regnery, 1949), pp. 10-11. Other aspects of the action of the 
teacher are treated in Summa Theofogiae, I. 117, 1. 
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This text accentuates another aspect of human communica­
tion, namely, the influence one person has on another in the 
movement of the mind in grasping truth. The text of Mk is 
an instance of such communication. The text is independent 
of Mark, but it is also a series of symbols by which he still 
produces a movement of mind in us. This aspect of the text 
is safeguarded by the "servant " role of the historical disci­
plines mentioned above. Mark is configuring an event, he is 
explaining by narrating, and we, as we follow his narration, 
are brought to share in his vision of the manifestation of what 
is absolute in historical contingency. Our refiguring of the event 
is dependent upon his configuration which exercises a real 
causality upon our thinking. The markan text is not an inert 
phenomenon. It is a symbolic communication with a specific 
type of causality.43 

Most of the elements needed to correct the "genus/species" 
approach to the uniqueness of the NT witness are already 
present in Ricoeur, but they are not developed. As we have 
seen, Ricoeur maintains that biblical hermeneutics is some­
thing more than a regional application of genera1 hermeneutics. 
He has not developed this most probably because, in Lewis 
Mudge's words: "Ricoeur's chosen task is not the exposition 
of the Bible within the community of faith. It is, rather, the 
rational clarification of human existence in the world." 44 

I suggest that a more philosophical modification of Ricoeur' s 
philosophy of literature and history has to begin with a closer 
look at his notion of " world," which he derives from Heidegger 

43 In treating the same subject in De unitate intelleotus, St. Thomas pre­
cises the type of causality involved in teaching, likening it to the function 
by which a medical doctor ministers to a sick body, not replacing the prin­
ciple inherent in the body, but enabling it to overcome obstacles: "And just 
as health is achieved in a sick man not according to the power of the doctor, 
but according to the capability of nature; so also knowledge is caused in the 
pupil not according to the power of the teacher, but according to the cap­
ability of the one learning." De unitate intelleotus, V. 113. Translation by 
B. Zedler, On the Unity of the Intellect Against the Averroists (Milwaukee: 
Bruce, 1968), p. 70. 

44 Introduction to Essays on Biblical Interpretation, p. 2. 



LITERARY THEORY, HISTORY AND EXEGESIS 601 

via Gada1Uer, and fr:om a more profound correction of the 
Kantian notion of the act of " grasping together" character­
istic of the productive ima;gination.45 In regard to this latter, 
other philosophers of history have also attempted to describe 
a unifying function of the mind necessary for the grasping and 
presenting of events. W. H. Wa;lsh speaks of "colligation," 46 

and F. R. Ankersmit, following Walsh, develops the notion of 
" narrative substance" utilizing some aspects of Leibnitz' 
"predicate in notion " principle.47 A clarification of this point, 
based on reflecting upon what exegesis of narrative actually 
does, is certainly in order, and will form the subject of another 
essay. 

2) A Theological Consideration 

I wish in conclusion to bring together some aspects of what 
I have already discussed under the notion of method and 
epistemology and off er one of many possible theological con­
siderations. The question I wish to address is this: how does 
a reading of Mk 14: 32-42 show us anything about the nature 
of revelation and what does it permit us to say in the current 
discussion of "God talk"? 

It is clear that in Christian antiquity, the events of the life 
of Christ were considered as the primary locus of revelation 
without much consideration being given to the verbal process 
by which those events reached the audience. There is in this 

45 In Time and N arrati'Ve, I ( p. 156), Ricoeur acknowledges his debt to an 
article by L. 0. Mink entitled, "The Autonomy of Historical Understanding," 
(History and Theory 5 ( 1965 ) 24-4 7) in which this concept is a pp lied to the 
narrative quality of history. Ricoeur continues to refer to this notion 
throughout his study: I, pp. 41, 66, 68, 166; II, pp. 3, 61. For another as­
sessment of this aspect of Ricoeur's thought, see: S. Schwartz, "Hermeneu­
tics and the Productive Imagination: Paul Ricoeur in the 1970's," Journal 
of Religion 63 ( 1983) 290-300. 

46 W. H. Walsh, Philosophy of History: An Introduction (New York: 
Harper Torchbooks, 1960), pp. 59ff. 

47 F. R. Ankersmit, Narrative Logia. A Semantic Analysis of the His­
torian's Language (Martin us Nijoff Philosophy Library, 7; The Hague: 
Nijoff, 1983). 
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tion of all who come after them, it was necessary that the things 
revealed to them be not only passed on in speech to their con­
temporaries but also written down for the instruction of those to 
follow them. And thus it was also necessary that there be those 
who could interpret what was written down. This also must be 
done by divine grace. Thus we read in Gen 40: 8, "Does not in­
terpretation come from God?" 49 

There is as well, however, a primary evangelization. This is 
not done so much by the text as by living believers. The text 
of the NT also enters the marketplace and makes. its claim 
there. The divergent a;pproaches of Frei and Ricoeur become 
apparent at this point. The theologian is saieguarding the 
unique natme of rthis witness while the philosopher is insisting 
that, by the very ,fact that this witness is made in language, it 
must enter the larger realm of human communication. 

The solution to this problem lies in the solution of two more 
basic problems: first, an understanding of how God may be 
said to enter into historicail contingency and, second, how this 
event and the language which transmits it may he said to be 
unique and common at the same time. Both of these ques­
tions, it seems to me, hinge upon a renewed investigation of 
what the ancients really meant by analogia entis and a modern 
aipplication of this to the question of revelation in history. 
This is an analogia entis historiae. The question is, obviously, 
too vast ito be treated fully here. 

A reconsideration of the manner in which Mk superimposes 
the ultimate and the final moments in Mk 14: 32-42 may, how­
ever, contribute to the solution. In confessing Jesus Christ to 
be" perfect in humanity" (teleion en anthropoteti"), the Coun­
cil of Chalcedon was implicitly declaring him to be " perfectly 
historical," although this was not the primary concern of the 
Council. The condition of being perfect in humanity and, 
therefore, in historicity was not obliterated by the resurrec­
tion; it was enhanced. This means that when Mk presents 
Jesus as exhorting the disciples to vigilance, as warning about 

49 Summa Oontra Ge'J•tiles, III. 154. 
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the hour of temptation, he is not commemorating a past event; 
he is configuring it to include the fact of the presence of Jesus 
Christ now to his Church. This presence still has a temporal 
dimension even while it goes beyond time. What history 
strives to do comes to a transcendent realization because of 
the present reality of he who suffered and died once for alL 
The simultaneity of the eternal and historical dimensions 
in Jesus is the foundation for analogical predication. Jesus 
is at once unique and common. In the static ontological 
terms of Chaleedon, he is perfect in divinity and perfect in 
humanity. In the historical terms in which we pose the prob­
lem today, Jesus Christ is at one and the same time the mem­
ber of a past generation whose history reaches us through the 
witness of the text and a person present to us now. In the 
faith by which we aUow Mark's text to preside over our re­
figuring of the narrated event, we are introduced into the in­
terior and present dimension of that event. To the degree that 
we share in this present reality of the hour, Jesus Christ re­
veals himself to us in the unique quality of his :relation to the 
Absolute, his Father. 

Dominican House of Studies 
Washington, D.O. 
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EXISTENTIAL PROPOSITIONS IN THE THOUGHT 
OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS 

A REV ALENT VIEW of St. Thomas Aquinas's posi­
tion on the logic of propositions has been that accord­
ing to him propositions of the :form, x is, hold a 

privileged place, that they are in a special sense " existential," 
and that such propositions straight.forwardly attribute the act 
of exi,stence to an individual or to a class of individuals.1 Some 
texts seem to support such an interpretation. For example, in 
his commentary on Aristotle's Perihermeneias, Aquinas says: 
" To clarify this we must note that the verb 'is ' itself is some­
times predicated in an enunciation, as in ' Socrates is.' By this 
we intend to signify that Socrates really is." 2 This passage 
seems to treat the predicate " exists " or " is " as unproblemati­
cal, as though it had a straightforward meaning needing little 
clarification, at least in the context of a logical treatise. On the 
basis of such a text, one may be tempted to infer that for 
Aquinas " Socrates exists " has the same logical form as 
" Socrates sits," and that " Men exist " is of the same form as 
" Men are mortal.'' 

Peter Geach has shown, however, that Aquinas's doctrine 
here is not as simple as it may first appear. For Aquin,as some 
of the propositions which have the grammatical form of x is 
have 'a different logical form.3 Geach points out that for 
Aquinas the sentence, "Blindness exists," for example, actual-

1 E.g., Etienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers, 2nd ed. (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1952), 190-215. 

2 Super Peri, Bk. II, lect. 2, # 212. Cf. Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. II, ch. 
37 at "FJ11J hoc ..•. " 

a Peter Geach, in P. T. Geach and G. E. M. Anscombe, Three Philosophers 
(New York: Cornell University, 1961), 88 ff; Peter Geach, "Form and 
Existence," in Aquinas: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. A. Kenny (New 
York: Notre Dame U., 1969), pp. 41-47. 
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ly means, Something or other is blind. That is, blind is the real 
predicate rather than exists. Mo11eover, Geach argues, the 
logical peculiarity of this sentence is equally found in any 
sentence of the form, "an F exists." Such a proposition, " does 
not ,attribute actuality (existence) to an F, but F-ness to 
something or other ... " 4 

And yet Geach will not apply rthis interpretation to all sent­
ences of the form, " x is." He al'lgues that sentences in which 
" is " or " exists " is. joined to a logically pl'oper name are in a 
different category. Unlike in general propositions such as "an 
F exists," in such singular propositions, those using logically 
proper names, Geach ,argues, actual existence is attributed to 
or predicated of an individual. "We have here a sense of 'is ' 
or 'exists ' that seems to me to be certainly a genuine predicate 
of individuals: the sense of ' exists ' in which one says that 
an individual came to exist, still exists, no longer exists, 
etc .... " 5 

I believe that, while Geach's position is more accurate than 
the first interpretation, mentioned above, it is nevertheless still 
inaccurate on certain key points. While it is misleading to say 
that for Aquinas exists is never a genuine predicate; neverthe­
less, I will argue that it is his position that exists or existence 
is not a genuine predicate in any proposition which does not 
refer back to a previous proposition (or to what is known in or 
by previous propositional knowledge). Let us crull a proposition 
which refers to something known in a previous proposition a 
" second-order p11oposition," and one that does not thus refer a 
" first-order proposition." Then, I shall argue that for Aquinas 
exists is not a genuine predicate in any first-order proposition. 
Moreover, I believe that these points are crucial to under­
standing Aquinas's position on existence as well as his position 
on how knowledge is related ,to reality, i.e., his realism. In this 
article I would like to examine Aquinas's thought on the logic 
of existential propositions and discuss its significance for episte­
mology. 

4 Geach, " Form and Existence," Zoo. int., p. 45. 
5 Ibid., p. 46. 
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In sections I through III, I will show that Aquinas did hoM, 
at least in his more careful moments, that in predications sig­
nified by sentences of the .form, "x exists," existence is not the 
logical predicate. In section IV, I will give an exposition of the 
position Aquinas has on categorical propositions which allows 
him to take the position he does on existential propositions. 
Then, in section V, I will examine some important texts in his 
Commentary on the Posterior Analytic;s ·which further explain 
his position on categorical and existential propositions. Final­
ly, in section VI, I will discuss some of the implications: of 
these points for epistemology. 

I. "Blindness Exists" 

First, let us advert aigain to what Geach has pointed out, 
namely, that Aquinas does hold that in many cases the gram­
matical structure of the sentence is misleading with respect to 
the logicail structure of the proposition. Aquinas holds that the 
proposition, the complex conception of the intellect, is signi­
fied or expressed by the sentence (oratio) .6 Of the sentence, 
"Caecitas est," ("Blindness is"), he says: "For it is said 
that blindness is, in the second mode, from the fact that the 
proposition is true, by which it is said that something is 
blind." 7 In other words, "Blindness is," means: True proposi­
tions can be formed with the notion of blindness as a predicate. 
Or, more briefly: Something is blind.8 

So, in almost pre-Russellian manner, what ·appears to be the 
subject is, through analysis, revealed to be the predicate of a 
more primitive proposition which the sentence is used to ex­
press. (In fact, since blindness is a privation, further analysis 
will reveal that the concept of blindness depends on previous 

6 Super Peri., I, lect. 2, # 15 & 16; cf. Summa, theoi. I, q. 13, a. I. 
7 Super Meta,., V, lect. 9, # 896. Cf. De ente, ch. 1, # 1. 
s It is not important for our purposes to determine whether the subject 

of the proposition is true propositions or something. In either case the sent­
ence signifies a proposition different from what its grammatical structure 
would indicate. 
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propositions, one of which of course must be negative.) More­
over, the word " est ", the grammatical predicate, turns out 
not to signify a characteristic directly apprehended, or a prop­
erty attributed to individuals, but the truth of a proposition, 
more perspicuously ·expressed by a different sentence. 

So, from the fact that the grammar of " Socraites is," is like 
that of " Socrates sits," it does not follow, according to 
Aquinas's doctrine of propositions, that their logical form must 
be the same. In fact, as we shall see, several texts suggest 
that the forms of the propositions signified by these sentences 
are different. 

II. " God Exists" 

Before considering those texts, however, I would like to ex­
amine some texts which show that 
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ing of, "Blindness is," he said that the sentence signified the 
truth of a definite proposition, namely, Smnething is blind.) 
'I1he interesting question for our purposes is, what is this propo­
sition? Moreover, the proposition must be something other 
than Deus est. That is, "Deus est" could hardly mean" The 
proposition, Deus est, is true." If it did, the same question 
would arise about the meaning of the second proposition whose 
truth the first pmposition asserts. 'J1he problem arose to begin 
with because" est" could not signify God's existence since that 
is unknown. 

What this proposition could be is suggested by Aquinas's­
explanation, later, in Question 12, of how we can have natural 
knowledge of God in this life. 'J1here he explains that in this 
life we cannot know God's essence, but we can know of God 
that he is and that, " everything is true of him that must be 
true of the first camie of all, exceeding all the effects." 11 Thus, 
he says: "We know of him his relation to creatures, namely, 
that he is the cause of ,all, and we know the difference of crea­
tures from him, namely, that he is not part of those things 
which are caused by him." 12 In other words, the knowledge 
we have of God is relational, based on the relation that crea­
tures have to him. 

If this is so, then the first proposition known concerning 
God must be relational, affirming a relation of creatures to 
God. More precisely, on Aquinas's doctrine, God is first known 
through coming to know this relation. Thus, the conclusion to 
a proof of God's existence, although verbally expressed as 
" God exists," would perhaps better be expressed as, for ex­
ample, " Moved things are moved by an Unmoved Mover," or, 
" Moved things are really related to something which is not 
moved." Or, again, " Caused things are caused by an Un­
caused Caiuse," etc.13 Or, if the description by which God is 

11 Summa theoi., I, q. 12, a. 12. 
12 Ibid. 
1a Cf. James Ross, "Analogy as a Rule of Meaning for Religious Lan­

guage,'' in Aquinas: A Oolleation of Oritiaai Essays, ed. A. Kenny (New York: 
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referred to (the nominal definition) must be the subject, the 
proposition in question might be, An Unmoved Mover moves 
moved movers, or, An Uncaused cause causes caused causes.14 

Hence, several points are ma;de indicating that " est" in 
" Deus est " signifies not actual existence, but the truth 0£ a 
proposition, and that this proposition does not have existence 
as its predicate. However, as I said, Aquinas does not seem 
entirely consistent in these matters. Earlier in this work 
(Summa Theologiae) Aquinas discusses whether the proposi­
tion, "Deus est," is self-evident or not. And he replies, using 
his famous distinction, that the proposition" Deus est" is self­
evident in itself but not self-evident with respect to us. To say 
that ·a proposition is self-evident in itself is to say that its 
predicate is contained within the intelligibility (ratio) of its 
subject. Hence if someone understands the intelligibility of 
the swbject, then one immediately (without proof or observa­
tion) knows that the predicate does belong to that subject, 
that the proposition is true. If we do not know the intelligibil­
ity (ratio) of the subject, then it is not self-evident with re­
spect to us, although it remains self-evident in itself.15 

Deus est is a proposition self-evident in itself, says Aquinas, 
because in God essence and existence ·are the same, i.e., exist­
ence is God's essence. F:urther, in the proposition, Deus est, 
he says, the predicate is identical with the subject.16 So here, 
contrary to what is claimed in the texts we examined before, 
the predicate of the proposition appears to be existence itself, 
in fact, God's existence. Perhaips Aquinas is thinking of dif­
ferent pmpositions in the two sets 0£ texts.11 Or perhaps his 

Notre Dame U., 1969), and Geach in Th!ree Philosophers, loo. cit., 51. 
Also, Patrick Lee, "Language About God and the Theory of Analogy," New 
Scholastioism 58 (1984), 50-51. 

14 Cf. Summa, theol., I, q. 2, a. 2, ad 2; also, Super Meta., VII, lect. 17. 
15 Bumm.a, theol., I, q. 2, a. 1. 
16 Ibid. Note that in this text Aquinas uses the word "propositio" to re­

fer not to a linguistic entity but to a complex intellectual conception. 
11 Cf. James Ross, Philosophical Theology, (Indianapolis: Racket, 1980), 

pp. 88-90. 
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theory of propositions does not adequately extend to the case 
of the content of our knowledge of God on the supposition that 
we did understand his existence, and hence his essence.18 In 
any case, the ambiguities in Aquinas's texts are illustrated in 
these pages. He seems to oscillate between a simpler position 
and a more nuanced one on existential propositions. 

III. "Socrates Exists" 

One might argue, however, as Peter Geach has done, that 
sentences in which "exists " is predicated of a subject signify­
ing a finite individual are a special case.19 That is, one may ad­
mit that "Blindness exists," " God exists," and even " Man 
exists," (which we will consider in a moment) are a11 reducible 
to propositions in which " is " or "exists '' is not the predicate, 
but still insist that when " is " or " exists " is said of a concrete 
individual then, on Aquinas's doctrine, actual existence must 
be the logical predicate. Certainly, if Aquinas held that 
" exists " were the actual logical predica;te, then here, if any­
where, he would say it. However, in his treatment of sentences 
of this type we find nothing of the kind. 

A representative text is found in the Commentary on the 
Metaphysics. He has just discussed Aristotle's division of 
being, ens, into the ten categories. He now points out, follow­
ing Aristotle, that there is a different sense of " being," and 
that is being signifying the truth of the proposition. In this 
second sense, anything about which an affirmative proposition 
can be formed is called a " being," whereas in the first sense, 
being as divided into the ten categories, only that which is ac­
tual and positive is a being. He then says that the sentence, 
" Socrates is " is ambiguous, for it can mean either of two 

1s After all, the subject-predicate structure of our knowledge arises, ac­
cording to Aquinas, only as a result of the fact that normally our knowledge 
is abstractive. But if we apprehend God's essence, our knowledge will not be 
abstractive, according to Aquinas. Cf. Summa theol., I, q. 12, a. 2; a. 5, 
ad I. 

19 Cf. Geach, Three Philosophers, 90-91. 
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things, depending on which sense of being the term "is" 
(" est") signifies. Thus, he writes: 

It is accidental to a thing that something be truly affirmed of it 
either in the intellect or in voice. For things are not related to 
knowledge, but vice versa. The esse which anything has in its own 
nature is substantial. And therefore when it is said, Socrates is, 
if " is " is taken in the first way then it is a substantial predicate. 
For being (ens) is superior to all beings, just as animal is superior 
to man. If on the other hand it is taken in the second way then it 
is an accidental predicate.20 

If " is " (" est ") signifies being in the first mode, then the 
proposition .signified is, Socrates is a being, and the predication 
is substantial. This does not assert actual existence of Socrates 
but means that he is the sort of thing that is found in rerun 
natura (instead of, say, a being of reason). It asserts that 
Socrates is a substance, or a quantity, or a quality, etc. This 
is clear from the .fact that, as we shall see in a moment, being 
in this sense is an answer to the question quid est (What it 
is) .21 In the second case, "est" signifies the truth of a proposi­
tion. In neither case, then, does "Socrates exists " signify a 
proposition in which actual existence is the predicate, i.e., a 
proposition in which actual existence is attributed to the in­
dividual. 

This text may seem to take a different position from that 
found in the QuaeS'tioneS' Quodlibetales. In this latter text, 
Aquinas says that the predicate in " Socrates is," is accidental, 
even in the sense in which it " importat entitatem rei." 22 The 
text reads as follows: 

Hence, since everything which is other than the essence of a thing 
is called accidental, the esse which pertains to the question an est 
is accidental. And therefore the Commentator (Averroes) says 
that this proposition, Socrates is, has an accidental predicate, ac­
cording as it refers to ( importat) the entity of the thing ( enti­
tatem rei) , or the truth of a proposition.23 

20 Super Me-ta., V, lect. 9, # 896. 
21 See below, p. 616f. 
22 Quodl., II, q. 2, a. 1. 
2a Ibid. 
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However, he goes on to contrast the sense of ens that an­
swers the question an est with that which answers the question 
quid est. For he goes on to speak of " this name ens, accord­
ing as it signifies the thing to which such an esse belongs," and 
he says being in this sense is divided into the ten categories.24 

Hence the difference is that in this text Aquinas subdivides the 
meaning of ens as it answers the question an est and is known 
in the intellect's second act. Here he acknowledges that in 
some cases of knowing that something is so (an est) one does 
know the " entity of a thing." 

That is, what is known by knowing that .something is so is 
always accidental to a thing. This is the case whether what is 
known is just the truth of a proposition, i.e., when what the 
affirmation is about is not a positive reality, or what is known 
is the entity of a thing, i.e., when the affirmation is about 
something directly unde:rstood and positive. So, the point is. 
not that actual existence is the predicate but that when what 
the affirmation is about is a positive reality, the fact that true 
affirmations can be made of that thing, which is what the 
" est ,, signifies, refers to the entity of the thing (" importat 
entotatem rei ") . The same point is implied in the De Ente et 
Essentia. There he says of being which signifies the truth of 
propositions that anything can ·be called being in this sense of 
which an ·affirmative proposition can be formed, "even if this 
posits nothing in reality." 25 The point, which he is simply 
acknowledging in the Quaestiones Quodlibetales text, is that 
being in this sense may or may not posit something in reality, 
depending on whether what the affirmation is a:bout is a posi­
tive reality. 

IV. Ens Per Se 

So, several texts indicate that for Aquinas "exists" is not 
a first-level predicate. That is, the term "exists" or" is," even 

24 Ibid. Cf. Ralph Mcinerny, "Notes on Being and Predication," Laval 
f'heoZogique et PhiZosophique, 15 ( 1959), 272. 

:is De ente, ch. 1. 
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in predications of a finite individual, refers fo some previous 
proposition, such as x is a being, or x 'is a man, etc. It remains 
to examine what is involved in this position. I believe that im­
portant points in Aquinas's theory of knowledge are obscured 
if one misinterprets him on sentences of the form, « x exists." 
To see this let us examine what Aquinas says about the two 
modes or senses of ens per se. In almost every discussion of a 
sentence of the form, " x is," Aquinas appeals to this distinc­
Hon. 

According to Aquinas being (ens) is the very first notion or 
concept that falls in the first act of the intellect. It is the 
simplest, least infonnative, most indeterminate concept we 
have. One can point to what this notion is by saying that it is 
of what is, or of what has existence. However, the notion does 
not, for Aquinas, itself include existence as a constituent. This 
is clear if one considers the following points. 

(1) For Aquinas, being is what first falls within the concep­
tion of the intellect. By this, he explicitly notes, he means that 
being is what is first conceived in the first act of the intellect.26 

(2) All other concepts are reduced to being. That is, every 
other concept is in some way a determination of this first most 
general concept. Thus, one cannot have any other concept 
without first-analytically first, not necessarily in a distinct 
act-having this concept. It is included within every other 
more determinrute concept.27 

(3) Existence is first known in the second act of the intel­
lect, the act of composing and dividing.28 

( 4) The second act of the intellect presupposes the first. 
That is, the second act of the intellect is a composite whose 
components are concepts.29 

What follows from these points is plain. One knows exist­
ence only in the intellect's second act, but one cannot have 

2u Q.D. De Verit., q. I, a. I; Super Meta., I, lect. 2, # 46; IV, lect. 6, # 605. 
21 Q.D. De Verit., q. I, a. I. 
2s In Sent., I, d. 19, q. 5, a. 2; d. 38, q. l, a. 3; Super De Trin., q. 5, a. 3. 
29 Super Peri,, I, Proemium. 
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the second act without concepts and these concepts presuppose 
the concept of ens. Hence the concept of ens cannot include 
existence or esse (i.e., individual actual existence) as part of 
its content.30 

This intelligibility cannot be defined or explicated since it 
is the most general and simplest of concepts. Aquinas desig­
nates it without explicating it by saying that it is divided into 
the ten categories.31 Ens per se, he says, can be taken in two 
ways. In the first way it is divided into the ten categories. In 
the second way it signifies the truth of a proposition. Being in 
the first sense always " posits something in reality" (" aliquid 
in re ponit ") while being in the second sense need not. 32 That 
is, being in the first ,sense posits something in reality not as 
conceived in the first act of the intellect, but when it is posited 
without conditions in the intellect's second act. Being in the 
second sense is said of anything about which an affirmative 
proposition can be formed, and so being in this sense is predi­
cated of priva-tions and negations (blindness is a frequent ex­
ample) as well as of natures existing in reality. 

Although one scarcely even encounters this distinction in re­
cent expositions of Aquinais's metaphysics, evidently it was 
crucial to Aquina;s's method of metaphysics as well as to his 
position on the human intellect's relation to existence in rerum 
natura. 

The division overlaps. Aquinas explicitly says that what is 
being in the first sense is also being in the second sense, since 
what exists in rerum natura can always be the subject of af­
firmative propositions.33 Hence the division is not between 
na;tural or real being on the one hand and intentional or mental 
being on the other. 

The division, he says, corresponds to the distinction between 

so This central idea, and many other points, I have learned from Germain 
Grisez, Basic Oppositions in Logical Theory (unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, 
University of Chicago, 1959), pp. 110-128, 175-196. 

81 e.g., De ente, ch. I, # I. 
82 Ibid. 
as Ibid. 
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the first two acts of the intellect. As he says in the Commen­
tary on the Sentences: 

Now being, according to both of these modes, is predicated in 
diverse ways: for according as it is taken in the first mode it is a 
substantial predicate, and pertains to the question quid est. But 
with respect to the second mode, it is an accidental predicate, as 
the Commentator says in the same place, and it pertains to the 
question an est.34 

For Aquinas, then, the distinction between being per se in the 
first sense and being per se in the second sense is a distinction 
between what is primarily and directly understood-and there­
fore what necessarily posits something in reality-and what is 
secondarily understood by contrast or by comparison.35 Hence 
being in the first sense is what, in a most indeterminate way, 
answers the question, what is it? But being in this sense al­
ways " aliquid in re ponit." 

That is, on Aquinas's doctrine, the first act of the intellect 
terminates in an identity with a thing in reality.36 Therefore 
being in the first sense, being that answers the question, what 
is it?, necessarily posits something in reality. What the intel­
lect directly understands is necessarily real. Secondarily, that 
is, in the intellect's second act, by reflecting on itself, the intel­
lect can contrast or compare one intelligibility with another 
and thus form concepts of negations, privations, relations of 
reason, and so on.37 True conditional propositions can be as­
serted with such notions as subjects. They will be true, ac­
cording to Aquinas, with the condition tha.t a real being be 
considered in a certain fashion. However, intelligibilities that 
are not conditioned by intellectual comparison or contrast are 

34 In Sent., II, d. 34, q. I, a. 1; Cf. Summa theol., I, q. 48, a. 2, ad 2; 
Quodl., II, q. 2, a. l. 

35 Summa theol., I, q. 11, a. 1; Germain Grisez, op. cit., 121-126. 
3,s Summa theol., I, q. 56, a. 1; Contra gent., I, ch. 25; IV, ch. 11; Q.D. De 

Verit., q. 3, a. 2. 
37 On Aquinas's position that the intellect's second act is reflective, see 

my "Aquinas on Knowledge of Truth and Existence," New Scholasticism 60 
( 1986)' 50-59. 
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posited unconditionally. For Aquinas, then, "Every absolute 
positing signifies something existing in the nature of things." 38 

That is, direct understanding is of being per se in the first sense, 
of what is. If one understands and one has not constructed 
what one understands. (on the basis of previous propositions, 
for example), then one's understanding is a (partial) gmsp 
upon a distinct reality. Hence direct judgments, that is, initial 
affirmative judgments composed of concepts formed without 
intermediary judgments, .are unconditionally true, and signify 
something existing in the nature of things. In other words, 
Aquinas's position is that because the act of understanding is 
what it is, every true categorical proposition whose terms fall 
directly (not reductively) into one or more of the ten cate­
gories (terms which are features directly understood) is exis­
tential.89 

It is for this reason that Aquinas holds that " est," function­
ing as a copula in a subject-predicate proposition, primarily 
signifies what falls in the intellect as a;bsolute actuality.4-0 This 
refers not to the " est " in a predicate position but .to the 
" est " in the copula position. 

Since for Aquinas every true unconditional p11oposition 
whose terms are features directly understood is existential, it 

ss Q.D. De V erit., q. 21, a. 1; cf. Grisez, op. cit., 193-195. 
89 Cf. Frederick D. Wilhelmsen, Man's Knowledge of Reality (New York: 

Prentice Hall, 1956); idem., "Existence and Esse," New Scholastiaism, 50 
(1976), 20-45. Although my interpretation of Aquinas's position on the mean­
ing of sentences of the form, "John is," is different from Wilhelmsen's (cf. 
Man's Knowledge of Reality, 62, 70; "Existence and Esse," 30), the point just 
made in the text was made by Wilhelmsen many years ago. Cf. Man's Knowl­
edge of Reality, 67-72, where Wilhelmsen argues that neither the subject nor 
the predicate signify existence, but rather, the verb "to be." What I have 
argued here is that according to Aquinas's thought existence is never a predi­
cate in a first-level proposition. 

Further, the argument of this paper agrees with, and confirms, Wilhelm­
sen's stand, against that of Cornelio Fabro, that "the existence known in 
judgment is not distinct from esse, as is a result from an efficient cause, but 
is rather the "to be" itself, the being of a common nature composed with a 
subject of existence. Judgment is genuinely an understanding of existence." 
("Existence and E·sse," 41). 

40 Super Peri., I, lect. 5, # 22. 
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is not consistent with his doctrine to single out sentences with 
"exists " as the grammatical predicate as having a superior 
status. To do so obscures Aquinas's position on unconditional 
p:vopositions and, as we shall see, creates false problems, such 
as, how to obtain some sort of intuition of individual existence. 

V. "Man Exists" 

This position is again set out, .and explained in somewhat 
more detail, in Aquinas's Commentary on Aristotle's Posterior 
Analytics, Bk. II, lecture 1. It is clarified by a comparison 
with his Commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics, Bk. VII, lec­
ture 17. In the first text Aquinas is explaining Aristotle's ac­
count of the £our basic scientific questions and of their rela­
tion to the middle term in demonstration. All scientific knowl­
edge, according to Aristotle and Aquinas, consists in answering 
one of four questions: Whether something is so ( quia est) , 
Why something is so (propter quid) , Whether it exists ( si est) , 
and What is it (quid est) .41 

He calls the questions si est and quid est simple, since they 
simply ask of some subject whether it is or what it is. Each 
bears on a simple enunciation. Each concerns an enunciation 
formed from just a noun and a verb; Aquinas's example is 
Homo est (Man exists). The other questions, quia and 
propter quid, deal with enunciations formed also from a noun 
and a verb but where a third term is added, for example, 
Homo est albus (Man is white). These last two questions, 
says Aquinas, ponit in numerum (posit in number) , by which 
he means that they are asking about the composition of a 
predicate and a subject. 

Of the composite enunciation one first asks whether some­
thing is so, that is, whether a predicate belongs to a subject; 
this is the question quia. Then, if one finds that it is so, one 
asks why it is ·So, that is, propter quid. Likewise, there is an 
order in the simple questions. One first asks whether some-

41 Super Post. An., II, Iect. I. 



EXISTENTIAL PROPOSITIONS IN AQUINAS 619 

thing exists, si est. Then, if one finds that it does exist, one 
asks what it is, quid est.42 

To explicate these questions further, Aquinas, following 
Aristotle, explains that in each question one is, in effect, ask­
ing something about a middle term in a demonstration. The 
first of each pair, that is, quia and si est, are alike. In both 
questions, he says, we are asking whether some middle term of 
a demonstration is to be .found.43 In the other questions, 
propter quid and quid est, we are asking what that middle 
term is. 

So, regarding the complex questions, Aristotle and Aquinas 
have in mind a demonstration in which the middle term an­
swers the question propter quid and the conclusion is the an­
swer to the question quia. One knows that something is so 
(quia); for example, the moon is eclipsed. Then, one asks why, 
propter quid, and the middle term in a demonstration provides 
the answer, a demonstration in which the answer to the quia 
question is the conclusion. For example, the moon is eclipsed 
( oonclusion) , because o:f the interposition of the earth between 
it and the sun (middle term) .44 

Now, the interesting question for our purposes is: what is 
the demonstration which corresponds to the questions si es't 
and quid est? Again, the si est is asking whether there is a 
middle term, and the quid est is asking what that middle term 
is. Hence there will be one demonstr:ation. The middle term 
wiU reveal what the thing is, the answer to the question, quid 
est. And the conclusion will provide the answer to the ques­
tion si est. Aquinas's example is the proposition, Homo est, 
man existso What is that demonstration? 

One might first try the following, in which exists is the major 
term: 

Rational animals exist. 
Man is a rational animal. 
Therefore, man existso 

42 Super Post. An., # 409. 
43 Siiper Post. An., # 414. 
44 lbid. 
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But this could hardly represent the form of the propositions 
involved. For the argument to be valid, the major premise 
must be universal. But what could " All rational animals 
exist " mean? In one sense, of course tha;t is true, since there 
are no non-e:xi:sting rational 
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definite subject and a definite predicate (as opposed to the 
indefinite est) .50 

All of this fiits many other things Aquinas says about form 
and existence. He says in many places that the existence of a 
matter-form composite consists in the composition of its form 
with its matter. And he is referring to this same point when 
he says that "forma dat esse." 51 The existence of man con­
sists in the composition of his parts.52 And so to know that 
man exists is simply to know that such parts are composed. 
One knows that man exists by knowing that some organized 
bodies are men, or, put otherwise, that some flesh and bones 
are men. The subject picks out the things or bodies referred 
to, the predicate expresses what they are (in the kind of 
propositions just mentioned) , and the assertion of the entire 
proposition signifies the actuality of what is thus conceived in 
the proposition. If we interpret " Socrates exists " by analogy 
with " Man exists," then the proposition signified by that sent­
ence would be: The thing (or body) named "Socmtes " is 
(still) aman.53 

50 cf. Mcinerney, loo. cit. One could infer from Aquinas's doctrine, or argue 
from it as a basis, that "exists" can signify or sometimes signifies a con­
cept formed on the basis of previous propositional knowledge, that is, a 
"second-order" concept. In this respect this concept would be similar to 
the concept of blindness. But while the concept of blindness is based on a 
negative proposition, the concept signified by "exists" would signify the 
actuality known in knowing the truth of a proposition such as, Some or­
ganized bodie8 are men, ("Man exists"), or The thing (or body) named 
" Socrates" is (still) a m(l!n, ("Socrates exists.") Germain Grisez develops 
a position similar to this, although he uses the word " obtains " instead 
of "exists". See: Germain Grisez, Beyond the New Theism (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: Notre Dame University, 1975), 172-180. 

51 e.g., De Prinoipiis Naturae, ch. L 
52 Q.D. De virt. comm., a. 11; Q.D. De anima, a. 6; Quodl., II, q. 2, a. I. 
53 This interpretation of this type of sentence is very close to that of 

C. J. F. Williams, in his What is Existence? (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981), 139-
152. However, unlike Williams, I believe that in order to explicate the mean­
ing of a sentence of this type one need not have a specific theory of how or 
by what criteria one picks out that body or material which is identical with, 
or continuous with, the body which has been named "Socrates". 
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VI. Some lrnplica.tions for Epistemology 

By this doctrine Aquinas resists the temptation to unduly 
separate the knowledge of •existence from the knowledge of 
essence. Some philosophers, including many interpreters of 
Aquinas, seem to equate knowledge of essence with a 
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individual men exist, but because the unity of the predicate 
.and the 1subject is objective and necessary. That is, the source 
of the unity of the predicate and the subject is not just our 
having conceptually joined them. The unity is necessarily true 
for reality.58 Ultimately, says Aquinas, the truth is founded 
on the divine knowledge.59 

The interpretation suggested here can be clarified by com­
paring it with that of Peter Geach, mentioned in the introduc­
tion. In his discussion of Aquinas'1s position that essence and 
esse are really distinct, Geach first clarifies what Aquinas 
means by " esse." Geach points out that in his later writings, 
at lea;st (but I think also in his earlier ones) what Aquinas 
means by the esse that is distinct from essence is not necessar­
ily the same as the existence a,sserted by affirmative answers 
to the question, " an est? " 60 After all, Geach shows, Aquinas 
holds that we can truly say, "There is blindness," in response 
to the question, " an est?" Geach then observes: " Thus the 
existence asserted in this case by saying ' there is . . .' is quite 
different from Aquinas's esse." 61 And summing up this point 
later on, Geach says: "Aquinas's conception of esse thus de­
pends on there being a sense of the verb ' est ' or 'is ' quite 
other then the ' there is ' sense." 62 

All of this, I think, is correct. Geach, however, goes on to 
argue that the required different ·sense of "is" is found only 
in predications of present a,ctuality to a definite individual.63 

I have .found no basis for this position in Aqrninas himself. 
Rather, as we have seen above, Aquinas treats the sentence, 
" Socrates est," which is 1an instance of the type Gea,ch refel'\S 
to, in the same way he treats other sentences of the form, " x 
is.'' That is, the " is " may ref er to being in the sense of the 
truth of the pvoposition (the same sense of" being" by which 

58 Quodl., VIII, q. 1, a. 1 c and sed contra. 
59 Ibid. 
6{) Geach, Three Philosophers, 88. 
61 Ibid., 90. 
62 Ibid. 
68Ibid. 
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blindness can be ,said to have being) or it may refer to being 
as it is divided into the ten categories.64 

So, while I agree with Geach that, "Aquinas's conception of 
esse thus depends on there being a sense of the verb 'est' or 
' is ' quite other than the 'there is ' sense," I have argued that 
for Aquinas the different 'sense is found in the signification of 
" is " in any true unconditional proposition whose terms fall 
directly into one or more of the ten categories, since such a 
proposition expresses the actuality (existence) of what is di­
rectly understood.65 That is, it is not just a proposition about 
an individual (and, in fact, not all of these), but that larger 
class of primary categor1ical propositions, that contains a 
knowledge of esse.66 Moreover, to discover or estwblish what 
it is that Aquinas referred to by "esse," one must look, not to 
pmpositions alleged to be of the form, x is, but to affirmative, 
categorical propositions whose terms are features directly 
understood. 

Centet· for ThomiBtio Studies 
University of St. Thomas 
Houston, Texas 

64 See above, pp. 6-10. 

PATRICK LEE 

65 See Grisez, Basic Oppositions in Logical Theory, pp. 185-196. 
66 I am grateful to Germain Grisez for criticizing an ear Her draft of this 

article. 



LITERAL AND METAPHORICAL USES OF 
DISCOURSE IN THE REPRESENTATION OF GOD 

I N HIS SE MIN AL work on the theory of signs, Charles 
Morris affirms that human beings are " the dominant 
sign-using animals" and that" the human mind is insep­

arable from the functioning of signs-if indeed mentality is not 
to be identified with such functioning." 1 By means of accultu­
ration we learn to use and interpret signs, both linguistic and 
non-linguistic; and by virtue of these capacities we can appro­
priately designate the human animal as homo symbolicus, 
homo loquens, and homo sapiens. Indeed, all forms of human 
culture presuppose the ability to use and interpret signs, in­
cluding that form of human culture which leads us to speak 
of ourselves as homo religious. 

Over the years I have come to understand and speak of reli­
gion as a community with its cultus. There is the community, 
be it triba1, national, or universal with its polity or structure 
and ongoing history; and there is the cultus with its organic 
system of linguistic and nonlinguistic signs, encompassing ·such 
elements as stories, creeds, scriptures, doctrines, theologies, 
confessions, prayers, chants, songs, rites, rituals, sacraments, 
artifacts, etc. Like any other cultural system, scheme or net­
work of signs one can characterize a religious cultus as an in­
ter-subjective set of signs whose usage is determined by the 
implicit or explicit rules that govern the relations of signs to 
each other; the relations of the signs to the objects which the 
signs designate or denote, or stand for in some way; and the 
relations of signs to the users or interpreters of these signs and 
to those who are affected by these signs in some way. 

1 Charles W. Morris, FoundatioJi of the Theory of Signs, in International 
Encyclopedia of Unified Science, Vol. I, No. 2 (Chicago: University of Chi­
cago Press, 1939), p. L 
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Given this understanding of community and cultus, one can 
describe a religion as an organized group of socially interde­
pendent human beings which uses or employs ·a system of 
linguistic and nonlinguistic signs to represent reality in its 
various modalities and mixtures of good and evil and to affect 
human ways of life on the basis of that representation. Alter­
ing the terminology somewhat, one could say that a religious 
community uses its cultus to proclaim, enact, and display a 
comprehensive worldview .and to form and tr:msform the ethos­
pathos of human beings in their solidarity and solitude. Ex­
pressed semiotically, there is the system of signs of a particular 
community, the intended signification of these signs, and the 
significance of these signs for those who use and are affected by 
them. 

What distinguishes a religion from other forms of human 
culture is that a rel·igious cultuml sy•stem or a religious com­
munity with its cultus is primarily concerned with ultimate or 
supreme reality or with that which is divine, holy, or sacred 
and that reality's bearing on and relevance for human life and 
well-being. In short, a religion is a cultural system which func­
tions to map the whole of re.ality and to acculturate in desir­
able ways or to civilize. 

If a religion is a cultural system, then one can identify three 
distinct yet inseparably related dimensions of every religion. 
There is 1) the cultural dimension consisting of the interre­
lruted signs, symbols and expressions of a cultus; 2) the reality 
and value dimension consisting of the ontological and axiologi­
cal purport of the cultus; and 3) the experiential dimension 
consisting of the existential import of the cultus. It is this thioo 
dimension which has led many in the past and in the present 
to speak of religion as piety, consciousness of things divine, 
ultimate concern, religiousness, etc. In the tradition of Peir­
cian semiotics, one can speak of these three dimensions as the 
syntactic, semantic, and praigmatic dimensions of a religion; 
and they can be analyzed and studied with the aid of syn­
tactics or syntax, semantics, and pr:agmatics, which as a unity 
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constitute the discipline of semiotics. As Peirce recognized, 
modem semiotics is continuous with the Medieval trivium of 
grammar, logic, and rhetoric-the semiotics of almost a 
millennium a;go.2 

This understanding of relig:ion is by no means novel. The 
Ancients distinguished between threskeia and eusebeia, the 
former meaning the objective cult and the latter meaning 
piety. In recent yeal's Clifford Geertz has developed a theory 
of religion as a cultural system which functions to shape an 
ethos on the basis of a worldview, and Schubert Ogden and 
George Lindbeck have followed along these same lines.3 In the 
case of Lindbeck, however, the representational or " pmposi­
tional " function of a cultural system or cultus is played down 
and the doctrines of a religion are viewed solely in their regula­
tive function and not in their truth function. Ogden, on the 
other hand, takes both into account and recognizes that the 
regulative function presupposes the truth function of the doc­
trines of a religious community. In my judgment, Ogden is cor­
rect in this matter. The logical priority of doxa over praxis is 
as,sumed in my interpretation of a religion as a community 
with its cultus. As William Alston has cogently argued: "The 
statement-making function is the cornerstone on which all the 
other functions depend." 4 

With this view of religion serving as a pmlegomenon to and 
a presupposition of what I want to say in this paper, I now 

2 Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, Vols. I-VI, eds., Charles Hart­
shorne and Paul Weiss; Vols. VII-VIII, ed. Arthur W. Burks (Cambridge, 
Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1965-66), CP 1.559, 2.93, 
and 2.229. 

a Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New 
York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 87-125, 126-141. Schubert M. Ogden, "The­
ology and Religious Studies: Their Difference and the Difference it Makes," 
Journal of the Ameriaan Academy of Religion, Vol. 46, No. l (March 1978), 
pp. 3-17. and The Point of Ohristology (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 
1982). George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in 
a Post liberal Age (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1984) . 

4 William P. Alston, "Religious Language," The Encyclopedia of Philos­
ophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: MacMillan, 1967), Vol. 7, p. 173. 
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want to turn to the task at hand: to discuss the issue of literal 
and metaphorical uses of discourse in the representation of 
God. The thesis I wish to defend is that the structure of literal 
and metaphorical discourse about God by the synagogue and 
the church, and by theists in general, does or should exihibit the 
same structure as the discourse of other specialized and non­
specialized communities of human beings. The logico-linguistic 
framework for this discussion, as it was for my interpretation 
of religion just presented, is that of the tradition of semiotics 
which began with C. S. Pefoce and which has been developed 
by Charles Morris and Richard M. Martin among others.5 

Section I of the paper will be devoted to a discussion of literal 
and metaphorical discourse in relation to such basic issues as 
use and usage, meaning, truth, and justification. This discus­
·sion will then be applied in Section II to the analysis of the 
discourse of theists about God. 

I 

At the very outset, it is wise to recognize that there are 
many views on literal and metaphorical discourse. N everthe­
less, it is important to be as clear as one can in such matters. 
In my judgment, those who are familiar with the tools of con­
temporary semiotics with its three divisions of syntax, seman­
tics, and pra.gmatics have the most to offer.6 Quite often one 
encounters such expressions as literal and metaphorical terms, 
literal and metaphorical sentences, and literal and metaphori­
cal language. Unfortunately, all of these expressions are mis­
leading. Even more misleading is the expression literal and 
metaphorical meaning or literal and metaphorical sense. 

In terms of semiotics, the words ' literal ' and ' metaphorical ' 
stand for ways of speaking, where speaking can be construed 

5 Richard M. Martin, Logia, Language and Metaphysics (New York: New 
York University Press, 1971), Chapter I. 

s Of special help to me are: \Villiam P. Alston, 'Can We Speak Literal­
ly of God?" in Is God God? eds. Axel D. Stever and James W. McClendon, 
Jr. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1981), pp. 146-177. Also, Donald Davidson, "What 
Metaphors Mean," Gritioai Inquiry, Vol. 5, No. l (Autumn 1978), pp. 31-47. 
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to encompass both oral and written communication. That is, 
they designate ways of using terms, sentences, and language, 
and by implication ways of interpreting the use of terms, sent­
ences, and language. As such, one can affirm that the literal­
metaphorical distinction is not a matter of syntax and seman­
tics, but rather a matter of pragmatics. That which is literal 
and metaphorical is a matter of how to do things with words. 
Furthermore, as Ian Barbour correctly points out, the liter:al­
metaphorical distinction " is relative, shifting, and context de­
pendent." 7 What one person takes as a literal use of a term, 
another will take as a metaphorical use; and what a social 
group at an earlier time considers literal usage will at a later 
time consider metaphorical. 

In matters pertaining to the meaning or sense of a term used 
metaphorically, it is best to realize that there is no special 
metaphorical meaning or sense. The meaning (s) or sense (s) 
of a term when used metaphorically is (are) the same as when 
it is used literally. Its conventional sense or senses remain 
constant. What changes is the referent or intended referent. 
Indeed it is essential that the meaning or meanings of the term 
remain unchanged, otherwise it could not be employed to do 
its job properly. Semantically :speaking, the intension of a 
term used metaphorically remains the same as in its literal 
use. What is different in its metaphorical use is its extension. 
Thus, a term, sentence, etc., is used metaphorically when it is 
used to represent an object or objects in one domain of dis­
course by means of a linguistic expression which is used literal­
ly to represent an object or objects in another domain of dis­
course. In this case, the objects are different, but because of 
an assumed or known similarity between the objects of the 
two domains, the sense or senses of the expression can be ex­
ploited when used metaphorically to allude indirectly to that 
similarity or likeness. In this way the metaphorical figures of 
speech do their magic. Thus, as has long been recognized, 

7 Ian G. Barbour, Myths, Models, a.nd Paradigms (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1970), p. 44. 
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metaphorical use is based on an assumed or known analogy 
that holds between the individuals of two or more domains. 
Unlike that tradition which perhaps can be traced back to 
Aristotle, however, I am suggesting, following Donald David­
son, that there is no specia1 analogical sense but only a uni­
vocal one which is exploited to represent indirectly and im­
plicitly a similarity or likeness between two or more things. 
Let me give an example of some of these matters from my 
favorite avocation of fishing for largemouth bass. 

Let us assume that I am out fishing with a person who has 
never seen or heard of a largemouth bass, much less fished for 
one. I might describe what a bass looks like and how one be­
haves. I might go on to distinguish between the male and 
female of the :species, noting how the female grows larger than 
the male. I may further point out that when one catches a 
bass over seven pounds one has caught a very large bass, and 
that when one catches a bass over ten pounds one :really has 
something to brag about. In short, I exploit all of the conven­
tional senses of the predicate 'bass' describing our quary. 
In giving such a description I am using language literally or 
" according to the letter " as tradition has it. Thus, when my 
friend eatches a member of the species, he or she or I may ap­
propriately affirm, "That is a bass." If by chance my friend 
later catches a thirteen pound bass, I may cry out, " Wow, 
you've caught a hog!" Now something strange or odd has oc­
curred, and my friend might well reply, "I thought you said 
that is a bass." Or my friend might recognize that I am em­
ploying the predicate ' hog ' metaphorically and begin to take 
account of the bass he or she has caught in light of one or more 
of the conventional senses of the term 'hog'. In order to do 
that, of course, he or she would have to also know something 
about hogs. Assuming that is the case, my use of the predicate 
' hog' to represent the thirteen pound bass makes the hearer of 
my sentence notice the similarities between thirteen pound 
bass and hogs. What similarity or likeness between thirteen 
pound bass and hogs I am pointing to, and what similarity or 
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likeness my friend will take account of is an interesting ques­
tion. If my friend were 1a dyed-in-the-wool bass angler like me, 
then he or she would understand my intention or get my point. 
Among bass ainglers who are not novices, it is understood that 
when the sentence "It's a hog " is used in the presence of a 
very large bass, one is ca1ling attention to the similarities be­
tween that bass and a fat sow hog with a big stomach. Thus, 
when I said, "It's a hog", my experienced bass angler friend 
might well reply, " It sure is." In this event of communica­
tion, my friend has acknowledged that I have spoken the 
truth, although in a metaphorical way, and has confirmed my 
statement as well ais his or hers by discerning with his or her 
eyes the size of the bass. 

While it is true that there are many similarities between a 
large bass and a sow hog, the ones I am pointing to when I 
exclaim, "It's a hog!" are size, shape, and fatness. Most ex­
perienced bass anglers, I dare say, will understand my meta­
phorical use of the predicate ' hog '. In the case of a novice, 
however, the use of the term 'hog ' may be construed as a 
novelty and it may take time to get my point. I even may 
have to explain my point or" pick out" the similarities I am 
alluding to by using further words. The novice may even mis­
interpret the intent of my " :figure of speech " and discern a 
different similarity than the ones I am intending to designate. 
In the case of seasoned bass anglers, they will understand what 
is being alluded to mther quickly, because they have been ac­
culturated by the edifying discourse of the bass :fishing cult. 
Even though the use of the term ' hog ' is quite familiar among 
members of various societies of bass anglers, its use is still 
living and not dead. For the time being, the term is in the 
land of living metaphorical use, although later its use may die 
and plliss on to the land of dead literal use. 

There was a time, I am sure, when some bass angler :first 
made use of the predicate 'hog' as a metaphor. Then it was 
a novelty to the user as well as to the :fil'lst interpreter, and 
only later did that use become established common usage. On 
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the other hand, the similarities or analogies between large bass 
and sow hogs have existed as long as there have been bass and 
sow hogs. But it took somewhat of a poet to first discern 
those similarities and to use the term ' hog ' to speak of bass. 
To my knowledge, no one has yet taken the predicate ' bass ' 
to speak of metaphorically of hogs, but there is no reason why 
one could not do so. In such a case, the primary and secondary 
analogates customarily presupposed would switch places. In­
stead of viewing bass in light of one or more of the conven­
tional senses of the term ' hog ', I would now be viewing hogs 
in light of one or more of the conventional senses of the term 
' bass '. Now bass become models for understanding hogs 
rather than hogs being models for understanding hass.8 Instead 
of seeing bass as something like hogs, I would come to see hogs 
as something like bass. 

In addressing the issue of use and meaning, which are mat­
ters of pragmatics and semantics respectively, I have also al­
luded to the issues of truth and justification, which are matters 
of semantfos and pragmatics respectively. For our purposes, it 
is important to expand on these issues. To begin with, there is 
no a priori reason why a sentence used metaphorically to repre­
sent reality cannot have truth-value; nor is there any reason 
to believe that such sentences cannot be justified or refuted in 
ways appropriate to their domains of discourse. In matters 
pertaining to truth, it is hardly necessary to point out that a 
statement used metaphorically is not literally true. That 
should be obvious once the literal-metaphorical distinction has 
heen made. In light of the semantic notion of truth, one can 
assert that a statement is true if and only if what is represented 
to be the case by that statement is ivctually the case. Thus, in 
the well known example of Tarski, the 1sentence ' Snow is 
white' is true if and only if snow is white. Analogously, the 
sentence 'It's a hog', if used metaphorically of very large bass, 
is true if and only if the designated similarities or likenesses 
between hogs and bass are actually exemplified in reality. In 

s Alston," Can We Speak Literally of Goel?", p. 151. 
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effect, this is the force of the judgment that ,a metaphor is " fit­
ting." On the other hand, if a metaphor is "not fitting", I 
would assume that the sentence in which it was used should 
be judged as false. 

For example, if I were to say of a very large bass, "It's a 
typewriter", I hardly think that the use of the expression 
' typewriter' would be considered a fitting one in the context 
of speaking of bass in the figurative mode. To be sure, some 
similarity could be .found between bass and typewriters, hut 
for the most part to say of a bass, "It's a typewriter" is to 
speak semantic nonsense. Even in those cases wherein a temi 
is fittingly employed as a metaphor, there are dissimilarities 
that are ignored or suppressed, otherwise the sentence in which 
the term is used borde11s on being false. For example, when I 
say, "It's a hog," I do not mean the bass goes "oink-oink" 
or that it can be slaughtered for bacon. Thus, to rule out such 
dissimilarities, I must assume or know something, perhaps a 
great deal, about bass and hogs. 

As to the justification of the truth of statements used meta­
phorically, if one has ways of detecting the 1similarities or like­
nesses which are said to hold between the analogates being 
related, then I assume it would he appropriate for that person 
to say," I know that such and such is the case" upon such de­
tection or discernment. That is, one has justified true belief. 
This was certainly implied in the exampfo above when my ex­
perienced angler friend said, "It sure is" on beholding his or 
her thirteen pound bass in acknowledging and accepting the 
truth of my statement, "It's a hog." Such detection or dis­
cernment, of course, has to do with gaining knowledge of both 
analogates, for without that knowledge, how could the discern­
ment take place? Some familiarity with both analogates is 
necessary. How much, is another question, but an important 
one. The less knowledge one possesses of the objects or events 
being related, the harder it is to detect what similarities are 
being represented or noted or what dissimilarities are being 
suppressed or ignored. While much more could be said to tidy 
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up this discussion, perhaps this will suffice for now, in order 
to proceed mutatis mutandis to a discussion of discourse about 
God. 

II 

To suggest that we can speak of God as we speak of bass 
and hogs may seem strange, if not impious. Izaak Walton 
seemed to be able to relate angling and religion quite well, so 
perhaps there is a precedent. Even though I am not in the 
same league with the exemplar of " compleat anglers," I do be­
lieve that discourse about God does or should exhibit the same 
semiotic structure as discourse about largemouth bass. If so, 
then <several theses would follow from my discussion thus far. 
They are: (I) literal and metaphorical uses of discourse about 
God are context dependent ,and change with time; (2) the 
senses or intensions of terms used metaphorically of God do 
not change in that use; (2) metaphorical uses of discourse 
•about God are based upon an assumed or known similarity 
that holds between God and the creatures; ( 4) from (3) it fol­
lows that metaphorical uses of discourse about God presuppose 
literal uses, be they tacit or explicit; (5) statements used meta­
phorically of God can be assessed as true or false; and (6) 
statements used metaphorically of God can be justified if one 
has ways of determining whether the assumed similarities be­
tween God and the creatures actually hold. 

Before explicating these theses, it is important to clear up 
several other matters pertaining to the use of the term ' literal.' 
First of all, ' literal ' should not he associated exclusively with 
empirical or historical statements. This empirical or positivist 
dogma is simply unwarranted by current canons of logic or 
semiotics. A statement of metaphysics or ontologY, and of 
theology can be just as literal as one of the special sciences. 
Secondly, ' literal ' should not he 1associated exclusively with 
theoretical discourse. Everyday discourse serves quite well for 
making Jiteral or metaphorical <statements. I can be just as 
literal in my use of language when I say, " That is a large-
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mouth bass," as when I say " The events of time are ordered 
asymmetrically," or" Something exists." The latter statement 
I take to be a metaphysical claim since everything confirms 
its truth, and nothing discon:firms it. Moreover, literal claims 
need not be clear, unambiguous, and specific anymore than 
metaphorical claims need be vague, ambiguous, and unspecific. 
Lastly, in matters pertaining to discourse about God, one 
should not associate 'literal ' with idolatry as Sallie McFague 
has done in her recent book, Metaphorical Theology.9 Any 
linguistic or nonlinguistic sign used to represent God can be­
come an idol if the sign is wol"shiped rather than venerated. 
On this issue, I am assuming the important theological distinc­
tion between latria and dulia, which began to emerge in the 
patristic age. 

In explicating the six the1ses cited above, it should be obvious 
that theses (1), (3), and (4) al"e closely related in that they 
all express the notion that literal and metaphorical uses of dis­
course are both necessary in identifying and describing God. 
Indeed, one cannot have one without the other. This assump­
tion flies in the fooe of the shibboleth that all of our discourse 
a;bout God is metaphorical.1° This view cannot be sound, if the 
account of metaphor I have sketched out above is correct . 
.Aiside from what is implied in that account of metaphor, I take 
it that many theists would consider the following statements 
to be used literally of God: 1) God is not the �U�n�i�v�e�r�s�e�;�~�)� God 
is not Satan; 3) God is not a creature; 4) God is not a bass or 
a hog; 5) God does not exist contingently; 6) God does not 
act in foolish ways; and 7) God does nothing evil. 

One, of cou11se, can qualify his or her statements that all 
uses of our discourse about God are metaphorical, by saying 
that all of our affirmative statements about God are meta­
phorical; but as we shall presently see, this cannot he. One can 
even follow Tillich in his non-theistic interpretation and claim 

9 Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Lan­
guage (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), p. 4. 

io Ibid., p. 194. 
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that the one affirmative non-symbolic statement we can make 
about God is that God is being-itself. However, Tillich's posi­
tion is not without its problems, as has been noted more than 
one occasion.11 Thus, it appears that the only viable option is 
to affirm that some of our statements about God will be used 
literally, and some will be used metaphorically. 

What statements are to be used and taken as literal and 
what statements are to be used and taken as metaphorical is 
difficult to determine at the present time, for the simple rea­
son that there is an enormous insta:bility in our oral and writ­
ten discourse a.bout God. Ours is a time when no doctrine of 
God has a high degree of acceptability among theists. In terms 
of some current, common, and established conventions, we do 
not know what to say about God. 1!n short, we have difficulty 
in conceiving or saying who or what God is. And if we have 
difficulty in conceiving or saying who or what God is in some 
nonmetaphorical way, then we have no basis for determining 
what metaphors or metaphorical uses are appropriate and in­
appropriate in reference to God. This, ·of course, includes old 
metaphorical uses as welJ as proposed new ones. 

Nothwithstanding the perplexity of God-talk in our own 
Sitz im Leben, logically speaking, the metaphorical use of dis­
course about God presupposes a literal use of discourse about 
God. Here I concur with my late colleague William T. Black­
stone when he writes: " The point is that any terms which are 
used metaphorically, symbolically, or analogically to describe 
or characterize an object (in this case God) can fulfill this 
function only if we have some literal, non-symbolic, non-ana­
logical descriptive knowledge about that object." 12 This is by 

11 See especially, Paul Edwards, "Professor Tillich's Confusions," in 
Philosophy of Religion, ed. Stephen M. Cahn (New York: Harper & Row, 
1970), pp. 209-235 and William P. Alston, "Tillich's Conception of a Reli­
gious Symbol," in Religious Ewperienoe and Truth, ed. Sidney Hook (London: 
Oliver and Boyd, Ltd 1962), pp. 12-26. 

12 William T. Blackstone, "The Status of God-Talk," in Religious LrJ,n­
guage and Knowledge, eds. Robert H. Ayers and William T. Blackstone 
(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1972), p. 8. 



LITERAL AND METAPHORICAL USES OF DISCOURSE 639 

no means a new doctrine. John Baillie defended it in his Our 
Knowledge of God and later in his The Sense of the Presence 
of God, and noted that the doctrine was advanced in the 13th 
Century by St. Bonaventure among others.13 Indeed, one can 
find it implicitly or explicitly expressed throughout the Augus­
tinian tradition. 

The reason why the metaphorical uses of discourse about 
God presuppose literal uses of discourse about God is not dif­
ficult to discern. In order to point to similarities between God 
and the creatures and to rule out dissimilarities, one has to as­
sume or know something of both analogates. Just as in assert­
ing of a 13 pound bass, "It's a hog" presupposes some as­
sumption or knowledge about bass ais well as hogs, so in as­
serting of God, " God is our father " or " God is our mother " 
presupposes some assumption or knowledge about God as well 
as fathers and mothers. That is, to model God (the secondary 
analogate) on the basis of some exemplar (the primary analo­
gate) presupposes some understanding of both God and 
exemplar. 

In speaking of God as father or mother, one can recognize 
that ' father ' is the more traditional term or predicate used 
metaphorically of God, 1and ' mother ' the less traditional. 
While the latter term may have some of the novelty and shock 
value which the former lacks, and while ' mother ' can be used 
to offset patriarchial exclusiveness, both terms function in 
basically the same way to represent God. The assumed or 
known analogy upon which such metaphorical use is based is: 

God a father 
humanity his children 

or a mother 
her children 

In saying that God is to humanity as a father or mother is to 
his or her children, in regard to what or in what respect is left 
unstated. However, some knowledge of God, fathers, and 

1a John Baillie, Our Knowiedge of God (London: Oxford University Press, 
1939), pp. 250-258 and The Sense of the Presence of God (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1962), pp. 113-129. 
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mothers is necessary if one is to discern the intended similarity 
or to get the point of the metaphorical use. 

It is important to note that the richer a metaphor, the more 
difficult it is to discern or express all the similarities that are 
being pointed to. In this sense, there is an " openness '' to 
terms used metaphorically; yet, the more one knows of the 
analogates, the better chance one has of determining what 
similarities are or might be designated and what dissimilarities 
are or might be ignored or surpressed. If one ]mows little or 
nothing of the secondary analogate, then one hardly has a basis 
for applying any terms other than in a heuristic or exploratory 
way. Traditionally, eschatological metaphors were seen in this 
way. They are projective of what is possible or assumed to be 
possible in regard to the :final destiny of nature and human 
existence. 

From the point of view or context of much classical theism, 
it was considered " proper" or literal to say that God is the 
supreme being and that God is a spiritual being, although the 
one and only uncreated spiritual being. As such, one could 
properly describe God as omniscient, omnipotent, loving, just, 
ubiquitous, and everlasting. As so identified, God is under­
stood as the only self-existent being. Further, according to 
classical theism, God creates, reveals, and redeems or creates, 
redeems, and sanctifies. 

Even though the terms I have used to identify or describe 
God are ambiguous and perhaps in need of clarification, their 
use has been and can be taken as literal. In the case of the 
term ' spirit ', one can recognize that it originally meant breath 
or wind, but in time it came to have a new sense and a literal 
use when applied to God, not to mention other beings. Here 
is a prime theological example of " dead metaphor.'' Classical 
theology understood God as wholly spirit, but I assume that at 
an earlier time God wa;s understood to have body. At that 
time he was viewed as corporeal rather noncorporeal. Even 
today some theologians prefer to speak of God as having a 
body. For example, some process theologians would be willing 
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to claim that it is proper to speak of the universe as God's 
body. Others, like Paul van Buren, would reject the process 
view yet still claim that God hrus a body or is " embodied in a 
way that is hidden." 14 Van Buren rejects as a denial of the 
doctrine of creation those process views which affirm that 
some non-empty class of creatures is considered essential to 
God.15 Likewise, William Alston rejects this process interpre­
tation, but suggests that the universe could be viewed as God's 
body, albeit an accidental body. As such, the doctrine of 
creatio ex nihilo could be preserved without denying that in 
some contingent way the class of creatures is the body of God.16 

Whatever concept or description of God is correct or true, 
an issue of semantics, the point I am attempting to make is 
that some literal discourse about God is necessary for meta­
phorical discourse to even function, other than in a suggestive 
way. That is, any metaphorical use of discourse about God 
logically presupposes a Jiteral use of discourse about God, 
otherwise one has no basis for judging the appropriateness or 
inappropriateness of the metaphorical use. Moreover, what­
ever is taken as a proper concept or description of God, that 
use will dictate a range of appropriate and inappropriate meta­
phorical uses of terms. For example, if God is embodied in a 
way that is hidden, as van Buren claims, then, if God chose to 
reveal himself bodily, then I assume we could see him with 
our natural eyes and not with our " eyes of faith " as is cus­
tomarily affirmed. And if we could see God's body with our 
natural eyes as we see other bodies, then a whole cluster of 
terms used to represent corporeal objects would become ap­
propriate to point to bodily similarities between God and other 
corporeal objects. 

Thesis (2) certainly will pose difficulties for those who as­
sume the traditional via analogia in regard to applying predi-

14 Paul M. van Buren, "Speaking of God," in Is God God'!, pp. 79-80. 
1s Ibid. 
1s William P. Alston, "Hartshorne and Aquinas: A Via Media," in FJxist­

enoe and AotuaUty, eds. John B. Cobb, Jr., and Franklin I. Gamwell (Chi­
cago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), p. 87. 
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cates to God. In this way of 1speak:ing, it is generally under­
stood that when a predicate is applied to God secondarily and 
metaphorically which is primarily and literally used to desig­
nate a property of a creature or a relation which holds between 
creatures, a modification of sense or intension takes place. The 
" meaning " of the predicate is not the same, nor is it different; 
rather, it is similar. It is not univocal or equi¥ocal, but ana­
logical. 

As I have tried to show in my example of speaking of bass 
and hogs, meanings are not modified or changed in metaphori­
cal use, but referents are. This is not to say that senses or in­
tentions of predicates do not change. We change them all the 
time; and when metaphors become dead, they do pick up some 
senses which they did not have when they were living. When 
terms are used metaphorically, however, the senses or inten­
tions remain stable and constant. Indeed, they must in order 
to draw attention to similarities between the individua1s they 
are used to refer to, both primarily and secondarily. This holds 
true whether the senses of the predicates are conventional or 
esorteric. Thus, there is no extended sense, intention, or mean­
ing of the predicates ' father ' and ' mother ' when metaphori­
cally applied to God, 'but only extended reference or extension. 
Of course, one can go on and say how God is not like fathers 
and mothers, but when used metaphorically of God . to point 
out similarities between God and fathers and mothers, the 
senses must remain constant. If, however, the terms ' father ' 
or 'mother ' become primarily applied to God and pick up new 
senses in the process, they then would become used " accord­
ing to a new letter" rather than "in a manner of speaking." 
In such a case, of course, they ,would no longer be used of God 
non-literally. 

In The Name of the Rose, Umberto Eco has one of his char­
acters ,say that " higher truths can be expressed while the let­
ter is lying." 17 This is the message of thesis (5). If there are 

17Umberto Eco, The Name of The Rose (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jouvanovich, Publishers, 1980), p. 316. 
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similarities between God and the creatures, and specific ones 
for different sorts of creatures, then discourse used metaphori­
cally of God can be assessed as true. For example, if God is to 
the human race as a mother is to her children in regard to the 
attribute of being just, then one could accept the statement, 
' God is our mother' as true, even though false according to 
the letter. To be sure, the scope and modality of the divine 
justice is different than that of human justice; yet, that takes 
nothing away from what is being pointed to in the metaphori­
cal statement, ' God is our mother.' Indeed, the use of 
'mother' as a metaphor is entirely fitting and the sentence in 
which it is found is true if God is actually just. Of course, the 
term ' just' may be ambiguous, but disambiguation is not im­
possible if properly attended to. 

Throughout this paper, I have argued that metaphorical use 
of discourse about God presupposes some assumptions about 
or knowledge of both the primary anaiogates of the spatio­
temporal oTder and the secondary analogate, God. Such as­
sumptions or knowledge one to affirm 'similarities be­
t ween God and the individuals of the spatio-temporal order 
and to deny dissimilarities. The more knowledge one has of 
the analogates, the more one can judge the " fittingness " of 
the metaphor being used, and in turn the " misfit.'' Also, the 
more knowledge one has of the analogates, the better chance 
one has of reducing the " open texture " of metaphors and 
models. Thus, one has the task of knowing, !mowing well, and 
knowing better the individuals which are purported to bear an 
analogy of one sort or another to eaeh other. Furthermore, 
such knowledge can be either acritical or critical. In the 
former case, it is the knowledge of common sense; in the latter, 
it is the knowledge of critical common sense or �s�c�i�e�n�c�e�~�b�r�o�a�d�­

ly conceived to encompass metaphysics or ontology, theology, 
and the special empirical sciences. 

It is usually maintained that in the metaphorical use of dis­
course, one has more familiarity with the primary analogates 
than the secondary ana1ogates. While this is certainly the case 
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in the heuristic use of metaphors, wherein one is attempting to 
explore a possible similarity between a well known individ­
ual (s) or system (s) and a less well known individual or sys­
tem, it need not always be the case. For example, I know a 
great deal more about bass than I know about hogs; yet, I 
still metaphorically employ the term " hog " to model bass. It 
is conceivable that the same might be the case in regard to 
God, even while acknowledging God's mystery and incompre­
hensibility. That is, one might know more about God than the 
primary analogate, and still metaphorically use a term desig­
nating the primary analogate to point to a similarity between 
God and the less well known entity. Be that as it may, some 
" proper " knowledge of God is necessary for theological meta­
phors to work their magic. That is, what one assumes to be 
the case in regard to God, must be shown to ·be the case. This 
is the import of my last thesis: that statements used meta­
phorically of God can be justified if one has ways of determin­
ing whether the assumed similarities between God and the 
creatures actually hold. So far as I can tell, there are only two 
paths to our knowledge of God-either through God's self-dis­
closure apprehended by faith and explic3Jted by revealed the­
ology or through some form of natural religion explicated by a 
natural theology. If these paths are closed, we are left with 
assumptions but no knowledge or justified true belief. That, in 
closing, is another topic for another time.18 

The University of Georgia 
Athens, Georgia, 

WILLIAM L. POWER 

18 See my article "Our Experience and Knowledge of God," in God: E11J­
perience or Origin, eds. Antonio De Nicholas and Evanghelos Moutsopoulos 
(New York: Paragon House, 1985), pp. 142-157. 



BEING AND ONE THEOLOGIAN 

I PROPOSE EXPLORING the view of being of one theo­
logian whose work has received wide attention both in 
Germany and America. Wolfhart Pannenberg is known 

primarily through his formulation of the seven controversial 
theses in (and on the subject of) Revelation as History 
(1961), and through his development of this approach into a 
full-fledged theological methodology "from below" in Jesus'-
God and Man (1964) and Theology a:ttd the Philosophy of Sci­
enc:e (1973) . Yet philosophers and theologians have not failed 
to notice that some rather interesting and novel ontological 
speculation has accompanied the work of this philosophically 
oriented theologian, speculation that could represent the seed 
of a novel approach to contemporary ontology. 

Now Pannenberg's passing references to God',s being, and to 
being in general, could be criticized from a theological perspec­
tive; perhaps he would even prefer a treatment along such 
lines. However, another line of approach also suggests itself: 
if one can show that Pannenberg is advocating a way of view­
ing being in general, how does his approach fare when taken as 
the foundation of a SY'stematic ontology? Is it more at home 
in olassical philosophical thought about being or, if not, what 
contemporary influences does it reflect? Of course, for many­
if not most-theologians, to attempt such an abstraction would 
be to tear their theology asunder, joint from marrow. For ex­
ample, Barth's doctrine of the becoming God, as Eberhart 
Jiingel has admirably shown, is designed to do justice only to 
the God of revelation, and is meant to be taken as prior to all 
philosophical speculation about God's being and being in gen­
eral.1 

1 Eberhart Jiingel, Gottes Sein ist in Werden (Tiibingen, 1965), e.g. pp. 
9f, 73ff; cf. Barth's Kiroh7iohe Dogmatik, II/I, pp. 202f. 

645 
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But lying at the heart of Pannenberg's theology is the re­
fusal to shield his theology in this way. Theology is the science 
of God as the all-determining reality (TPS 302ff) ,2 and faith 
cannot defend any statement that reason fails to verify (Jesus 
109). As his recent anthropology sorties into behavioral psy­
chology, sociobiology and philosophical anthropology to pro­
duce an" anthropology in theological perspective" rather than 
a theological anthropology, so we may also expect a readiness 
on Pannenberg's part to consider his ontological statements as 
" ontological hypotheses" (if this is not a contradictio in ad­
jecto), to be tested by means of their" fit" with general specu­
lation on the nature of being. Indeed, in BQT II: 237 and TPS, 
Chapter 5, he explicitly asks us to try the biblical understand­
ing of reality in the court of the " contemporary experience of 
reality." Elsewhere, in a direct discussion of ontology, Pannen­
berg uses theological subject matter as an "example" meant 
to " contribute to a better understanding " of the philosophical 
issues involved (TKG 132f). 

1. The Pannenbergian Ontology 

Assuming the validity of my admitted abstraction and of 
an unashamedly philosophical rather than theological analysis, 
what is this "novel" view of being found in Pannenberg's 
writings? Pannenberg holds that "futurity" is fundamental 
for Jesus' message (TKG 54). All reality is "eschatologically 
oriented "-in philosophical terms, referred to ( bezogen auf) 
the future-and God is "the God of the coming kingdom" 
(BQT II: 237), "the God of history" (Grundfragen 112-28), 
"the power of the future" (TKG 57). This is not merely an 

2 In the following I will use the common abbreviations for Pannenberg's 
works: 'TPS' for Theology and the Philosophy of Science (Philadelphia, 
1976) ; ' BQT' for Basic Questions in Theology, 2 vols. (Philadelphia, 1971) ; 
'Jesus' for Jesus-God and },fan, 2nd ed" (Philadelphia, 1968); 'TKG' for 
Theology and the Il.ingdom of God (Philadelphia, 1969) ; 'Idea' for The Idea 
of God and Human F1'eedom (Philadelphia, 1973); 'Anth' for Anthropolgy in 
Theological Perspective (Philadelphia, 1984) ; and 'Grundfragen' for Grund­
fragen systematisoher Theologie, Band 2 (Gottingen, 1980). 



BEING AND ONE THEOLOGIAN 647 

epistemological thesis, emphasizing, say, the limitedness of our 
knowledge of the divine; " God in his very being is the future 
of the world" (TKG 61). If this is so, what is God's ontologi­
cal status now? "It is necessary to say," Pannenberg writes, 
"that, in a restricted but important sense, God does not yet 
exist .... God's being is still in the process of coming to be " 
(TKG 56). Although Pannenberg has distanced himself from 
Whitehead explicitly,3 and his arguments are more at home in 
a Hebrew or apocalyptic than a Whiteheadian conceptual 
framework, we will note some interesting parallels between the 
two thinkers (Section 5) .4 

Pannenberg' s God, however, rather than developing toward 
the future, develops the future toward himself. " God was pres­
ent in every past moment," but " as the one who he is in his 
fotmity" (TKG cf. BQT II: 244). This doctrine has ma.jor 
effects on how the being of other beings is conceived. In a 
context which suggests an affirmative answer, Pannenberg 
asks, " Yet, is being itself perhaps to be understood as truth 
the power of the future?" II: 242, emphasis mine). Just 
as power in general moves the present into new possibilities 
(TKG 65), the power of the future determines the present by 
serving as ultimate end and consummation. We are to �u�n�~� 

derstand all being and events as " eventuating from the ulti­
mate future" (TKG 70), since God "has released to each 
single event its historical future" (TKG 62) . When 

3 e.g. TKG 621, 66; "A Dialogue About Process Philosophy [with Lewis 
Ford]," Encounter 38 ( 1977) : 318-24. More recently, see his significant 
"Atom, Duration, Form: Difficulties with Process Philosophy,'' trans. John 
C. Robertson, Jr. and Gerard Vallee, Process Studies 14 # l (Spring, 1984): 
21-30. 

4 For example, both are concerned with the tensions between the traditional 
concept of Goel and human freedom. Pannenberg's three most important dis­
cussions of Goel and time are all motivated by the concern to preserve human 
freedom: BQT II: 242ff, Idea 107ff, TKG 64ff; cf. David McKenzie, "Pannen­
berg on God and Freedom," Journal of Theology 60 (1980): 307-29. In The 
Idea of God, Pannenberg writes, "Theology should think of Goel rather as 
the origin of freedom,'' not as an existent being ( 110). 'l'KG 142 offers a 
different, though likewise intriguing parallel. 
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Pannenberg speaks of God as "the all-determining reality," 
he seems to have in mind this picture of God releasing each 
event into the present from himself, and then guiding it back 
to himself as the final consummation of the world. 

This theologian's refusa1 to separate word from event, fact 
from significance, is well known, as are his arguments for the 
reliance of every part (event) of history on universal history 
(Universal,geschichte), i.e. on the end of history that will make 
of history a whole.5 More important for our purposes, this doc­
trine also serves him as an ontological principle: the part is 
ontological,ly dependent on its whole. Pannenberg asserts that 
naming (e.g., "this is a rose") always involves "an implicit 
fore-conception (Vorgrifj) of the final future and of the totality 
of reality" (BQT II: 62) . More surprising, " the historical na­
ture of reason " entails that it really is not a rose except within 
the context of the whole of reality (ibid.). An historicized 
ontology likewise underlies his understanding of truth: "the 
concept of truth itself is essentially to be conceived as history" 
(BQT I: 131). In an important article, "What Is Truth?" 
(BQT II: 1-27), Pannenberg argues that with the Hebrew 
view truth "happens" (p. 4). Truth is contingent, since it 
must continue to show itself true. Indeed, the unity of truth 
can only be conceived as "the history of truth," which is to 
say "that truth itself has a history and that its essence is the 
process of this history" (p. 21). The "Hebrew" understand­
ing, though linked to the Greek view, avoids the Greek dual­
ism between " true being and changing sense-appearances," 
since true being " is thought of not rus timeless but instead as 
historical" (p. 9). 

What, in summary, can we take to be the building blocks 
for systematizing Pannenberg's ,ontological proposal? (1) In 
understanding the nature of being, the priority must be placed 
in the future. (2) It follows that some notion of future causal-

5 On the former, see Jesus, 48£, 72£, 109, and for its background, TPS 150f, 
166f, 216£, and Grundfragm 72ff. On the latter, see e.g. Theses 3 and 4 in 
Revelation as History, trans. David Granskou (London, 1968), pp. 135-145. 
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ity must obtain. In fact, Pannenberg ends the crucial chapter 
in TKG with the summary, "Our considerations are based on 
a reversal of the time sequence usually presupposed in notions 
of causality" (p. 70) . (3) Present being is ontologically de­
pendent on the future whole of reality and on God as the real­
ity that determines all (die alles besti1nrnende Wirklichkeit). 
(4) Hence any "Greek" conception of being as independent, 
timeless or static must be rejected. (5) Anticipation is the key 
concept for epistemology and ontology. (6) God is ontological­
ly linked to this process, though Pannenberg does not want to 
say that he is developing with it. God is in his eternity, but it 
is an eternity which, rather than excluding, somehow includes 
temporality. 

2. The Task of Evaluation 

It is hardly the case that Pannenberg's doctrine of God and 
its ontological implications have gone unnoticed. In his article, 
cited above, McKenzie examines many of the passages on his­
toricity, finally comes to that Pan­
nenherg could not mean that God's being is really in the fu­
ture.6 Colin Gunton, whose Being and Becoming evidenced his 
awareness of the ontological issues involved, alleges in a 1982 
article that Pannenberg views God's relation to the world "in 
'spatial terms " instead of seeing that " the real problem of 
christology is rather the problem of tirne." 7 But (1) as we 
have seen, Pannenherg speaks unmistakably of God's being in 
temporal terms. (2) In one interesting article, Pannenberg 
has drawn extensive parallels between the spatial and the tem­
poral conceptualities, arguing that "heaven'' as the hidden 
sphere of God " above " the world is linked in the apocalyptic 
understanding with the reign of God at the end of time.8 (8) 

6 I have criticized this as an interpretation of Pannenberg's intention in 
my " The God of History and the Presence of the Fu turn," The Journal of 
Religion 65 # 1 (January, 1985): 98-108. 

7 Colin Gunton, "Time, Eternity and the Doctrine of the Incarnation," 
Dialog 21 (1982) : 263-68, here pp. 263f. 

s Pannenberg, "Zeit und Ewigkeit in der religiosen Erfahrung Israels und 
des Christentums," Gr·undfragen 188-206, esp. pp. 199f. 
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Christology " from below " or " from ,above " connotes not a 
l"eturn to the New Testament's " three-story structure " (so 
Gunton) hut " applies exclusively to the noetic procedure " 
(Jesus 405). (4) Already in his 1974 "Afterword" to Jesus, 
Pannenherg admitted the need for " supplementing " his earlier 
" from below " method; subsequent articles have expanded the 
"theology from below" for which he first became known into 
a doctrine of the Trinity that would be more fairly criticized 
for immanentism than otherworldliness.9 

I suggest that Pannenberg is well aware of the problems that 
Gunton discusses in his article and book; is intentionally de­
fending an ontological position rather than, as McKenzie 
thinks, merely an epistemological one; and is conscious of the 
extent to which our thinking of being must be revised as a 
consequence.1° He is proposing, as Brian Walsh has clearly 
seen, an "eschatological ontology" that, if correct, will require 
the modification of many of our traditional ways of thinking 
being.11 Now an evaluation of this "eschatological ontology" 
could take se¥eral forms. One could dismiss Pannenberg's 
proposal outright on the grounds that he has not yet offered a 
systematic development of his ontological conception; but this 
ends the discussion before it is started. One could emphasize 
the " counter-intuitive" or "unscientific" nature of a future­
oriented ontology. But "counter-intuitive" begs the question 
at hand; further, scientists are considering concepts such as 
future causality and time flowing backwards, though these 
have not won broad acceptance.12 

9 See the articles in Grundfragen, especially " Christologie und Theologie" 
and " Der Gott der Geschichte," and the discussion of them in my " The God 
of History and the Presence of the Future," op. cit. 

10 Allan Galloway has rightly written, "But it (Pannenberg's ontology) 
does need to be thought through in an exercise at least as elaborate as White­
head's Process and Reality. We need a new philosophy of time"; Galloway, 
WoZfhart Pannenberg (London, 1973), p. 97. 

11 Brian J. Walsh, "Pannenberg's Eschatological Ontology," Ohristian 
SohoZar's Review 11 (1982): 229-49. 

12 See, e.g., Adolf Griinbaum, PhiZosophioaZ Problems of Space and Time 
(New York, 1963) and Modern Science and Zeno's Paradoxes (London, 1968), 
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Instead· one can make progress toward eliminating some of 
the misunderstanding of this core concept of Pannenberg's sys­
tem, and can clarify the parameters for contemporary ontolog­
ical reflection, only by examining the history of the " tempora­
lization of ontology" in modern philosophy. Three philosophers 
in particular have contributed to the movement beyond static 
conceptualizations of being: Hegel, Wilhelm Dilthey and 
Martin Heidegger .13 An understanding of their ontology is an 
essential prerequisite for evaluating Pannenberg's entire theo­
logical corpus, as well as for making sense of much recent 
theological (esp. trinitarian) speculation. 

3. The TemporaJ,ization of Ontology 

The Greek philosophers, even when they dealt with the ques­
tion of time, did not incorporate temporality into being itself. 
The Pre-Socratic thinkers were involved in the common quest 
for an apxf, or ·foundational principle, typified perhaps in 
Parmenides' philosophy of the One. Even in Heraclitus the 
flux was subordinated to a unitary logos. In the broader sys­
tems of Plato and Aristotle being came to be understood as 
absolute substance until, for Aristotle, the question of being 
became equivalent to the question, what is substance. Change 
involves a shift in the balance of form and matter, of actuality 
and potentiality; yet there is no development in being itself, 
only a development into being. Mure summarizes, "So far 
as a thing is undeveloped it is only potentially (8vvaµ,ei) ... 
So far as it is developed it is actually (evepyefo.) "! 4 A virtually 
unbroken line can then be traced from the Greek ontologists 

as well as the articles and excellent bibliography in Richard M. Gale, ed., 
The Philosophy of Time (New Jersey and Sussex, 1968). A critique of back­
ward causation from the perspective of perceptual problems is found in D. H. 
Mellor, Rea,l Time (Cambridge, 1981), Chapters 9-10. 

13 Of course, other thinkers might also have been chosen, such as Bergson, 
Teilhard de Chardin and Whitehead. The three here listed represent one 
major strand of the shift; moreover, they play the major roles in the saga of 
being and this particular theologian. 

14 G. R. G. Mure, An Introduotion to Hegel (Oxford, 1966), p. 57. 
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until modem philosophy; at least for the entire medieval 
period, the quest for the being of something was the search for 
its enduring essence. 

But under the aegis of Descartes and especially Kant, the 
hold of the medieval substance ontology weakened by nominal­
ist critiques was gradually reduced. Instead of a static notion 
of being underlying all existing things and subjects, modern 
thinkers began to stress the role of the subject in the constitu­
tion of a world-for-the-subject. After Descartes and Kant it 
was in Hegel's thought that the modern " shift to the subject " 
in epistemology found its fullest expression in an ontological 
system. 

Hegel's early Phenomenology of Spirit brought the shift to 
bold expression: 

In my view-a view which the developed exposition of the system 
itself can alone justify-everything depends on grasping and ex­
pressing the ultimate truth not as Substance but as Subject as 
well.15 

We noted that Aristotle still sharply distinguished the various 
stages of potential being from actual being, By contrast, freed 
from the constraints of a static substance concept, Hegel 
brought these stages into being itself: it is the very nature of 
being, conceived as subject, to manifest itself.16 Substance as 
" living substance " is (has its being) " only insofar as it is the 
movement of positing itself (Sichselbstsetzen) ." 17 

It is perhaps in the Logic that Hegel's divergence from 
classical ontology receives its clearest expression; here for the 
first time we encounter a developmental ontology in fully sys­
tematized form. Hegel begins with being as an abstraction, 
namely with the notion of Being prior to any determinations 
whatsoever. This could be the being of the classical concep-

15 Hegel, Phiinomenologie des Geist es (Frankfurt, 1970), p. 21; Erstaus­
gabe, p. xx; cf. The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J, B. Baillie (New York, 
1910, 1967)' p. 80. 

1s Cf. Hegel's Logik II: 164. 
11 Phanomenologie, Erstausgabe, p. xxi; Phenomenology, p. 80. 
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tion. Yet the thought of being, purely conceived, " passes 
over " into the thought of nothingness, since Nothing also is 
the absence of all determination. All previous ontological con­
ceptions facked this adequately rarefied notion of being, since 
their various ontological formulations had always included 
some specific qualities. this belief in the inevitable pass­
ing over of thought from pure Being to Nothing, Hegel intro­
duced movement into being, a movement which the category 
of Becoming makes explicit. Reality is to be understood as 
this becoming itself: " this Being, however, which remains by 
itself in Nothing, is Becoming." 18 Stace has argued that this 
Becoming implies change, although it does not explicitly con­
tain any "time-element " insofar as Being and Nothing pass 
into each other logically.19 

With the attainment of the level of Determinate Being 
(Dasein) in the Logic, the nature of the becoming is revealed 
as self-movement: "Dasein ... determines itself essentially to 
Daiseienden." 20 Although Hegel draws on Heraclitus' meta­
phor of the fire, his notion encompasses motion rest: 
Being is Becoming or P1,ocess; yet it also includes fixed cate­
gories or moments. Being may be inherently in motion, but 
the motion includes logical resting points such as the attain­
ment of Dasein or Determinate Being. This same logical struc­
ture will emerge again again in Hegel's system; Herbert 
Marcuse calls it "the center of the Hegelian ontology." 21 

Each category arrived art contains within itself this same prin­
ciple of motion, one which can and always will propel the sys­
tem beyond each given" moment" and on to Idea, to Nature, 
and finally to Absolute Spirit. Here also is the systematic 
foundation for the suggestion in the Phenomenology tha1t 
Being be conceived as subject, not as substance: unlike the 

1s EnoyoZopedia, par. 88 Zusatz. 
19 W. T. Stace, The Philosophy of Hegel: A Systematic Exposition (London, 

Hl24), p. 138. 
20 Logia I: 102, emphasis mine. 
21 Herbert Marcuse, Hegels Ontologie und die Grundlegung einer Theorie 

der Geschichtlichkeit (Frankfurt, 1932), p. 54, cf. p. 120. 



654 PHILIP CLAYTON 

static nature of the latter, but like the subject's dynamism, 
Being's basic attribute is self-movement. Though time itself 
is not predicated of Being in the Logic-and to this extent my 
phrase " the temporalization of ontology" is misleading-mo­
tion clearly is.22 The notion of Being's inherent development is 
atic ontologies that preceded him. 

In one sense Hegel is rightly taken as the precursor of the 
twentieth-century ontology of the subject. From Hegel's con­
ception of Being as self-related dividedness-which moves 
from itself to its opposite, overcomes ( aufhebt) the opposition, 
and reestablishes its unity with itself-it is but a small step to 
his "Being as Subject" equation. Of course, predicales such 
as consciousness and freedom could not be predicated of Being 
at the earlier stages of the Logic.23 Yet the foundational struc­
ture of suibjecthood can be discerned in the initial steps, for it 
is clearly visible already by the stage of the Notion's self-re­
flection. Whenever by means of reflection a being conceives its 
determinate being ( das Seiende begreift sein Dasein) , then 
substance exists as subject. IBtimately, Hegel's ontology 
amounts to a "spiritualization" (Begeisterung) of substance, 

whereby Substance becomes Subject, by which its abstraction and 
lifelessness have expired, and Substance therefore has become real, 
simple, and universal self-consciousness.24 

The former view of static being has been replaced by "living 
substances." 

Now Pannenberg is not willing to accept the rigidity of this 
mov;ement in the way that Hegel understands it, viz. in logical 
terms. In a critique of Hegel, he maintains the incompatibility 
of Hegel's self-unfolding Notion with the God of Christian 

22 We are justified in speaking of Hegel's temporalization of ontology only 
in a derivative sense, viz. to the extent that movement, which is the basic 
attribute of being for Hegel, must be conceptualized as occurring in time. 

enough to set Hegel's ontology apart from all of the system-
:2a The concept of freedom, for example, is not introduced until Logik 

II:218, 220. 
24 Poonomenologie, p. 737; Phenomenology, p. 782. 
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teaching 25 and ,thus, by implication, the inappropriateness of 
the Hegelian ontology for theological purposes. Indeed, there 
is an irony in Hegel's result: by formulating an ontology of 
development with the rigor of a logical system-in which, for 
example, the " forms " of living Spirit found in the Phenom­
enology have become merely its "categories "-he seems to 
have eliminated history altogether. The stages of the Logic 
are in the final analysis logical, not chronological, stages. 

On the other hand, the theologian may take over from Hegel 
his critique of classical ontology and the consequent rejection 
of an ontology developed without any reference to the tem­
poral dimension. The Greek static ontology is not ultimately 
adequate for conceptualizing either the nature of God or 
human existence, since both of these involve action, hence 
change and development in some sense. We can no longer 
maintain that appearances are unsubstantial; that only time­
less essences "really" are. The "turn to the subject" intro­
duces a necessarily temporal moment: an adequate ontology 
must now be able to tell the story individuals (human or 
divine) as the " history of their being." 

From Hegel our narrative moves on to Wilhelm Dilthey. 
Di1they, whose indebtedness to the psycho1ogistic tendency in 
Schleiermacher's hermeneutics contributed to the formula­
tion .of the Lebensphilosophie school (e.g. Dilthey, Bergson, 
Scheler) , proposed an approach to h1story based on the under­
standing and experiencing (Erleben) of the individual, and an 
approach to individuals based on their development in history. 
In contrast to Hegel, Dilthey presented the implications of his 
emphasis on the pervasiveness of history primarily in the form 
of a theory of meaning. AH meaning has to do with the rela­
tion of parts to a whole, a relation " which is grounded in the 
essence of life." 26 In hermeneutics, meaning involves the rela-

25 "The Significance of Christianity in the Philosophy of Hegel," Idea 144-
77. A similar point has been made by Louis Dupre, "Hegel's Absolute 
Spirit: A Religious Justification of Secular Culture," Archivio di Filosofia 
51 ( 1983) : 351-63. 

26 Wilhelm Dilthey, Gesamnieite Schriften, ed. Bernhard Groethuysen (Leip­
zig, 1927), VII:233. 
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tion of words to the sentence and of sentences to the text or 
discourse as a whole (VII: 2:'20) ; for the individual, the mean­
ing of any moment of one's life depends on the course of one's 
life as a whole. History, too, can only be judged as a whole: 
" One would have to wait for the end history in order to 
possess the complete material for determining its meaning " 
(VII: 233) . Dilthey's construaI meaning as part-whole rela-
tionship is sometimes interpreted as a subjective structure, of 
relevance to the psychological process of understanding, yet 
without ontological significance. According to Pannenberg's 
interpretation, however, Dilthey is very much concerned with 
ontology, with the objective meaning structures of lived ex­
perience (Anth 510n90). The application of the part-whole 
schema is to reality itself. 

Dilthey's own work stressed the relevance of his schema to 
the question of human understanding. In his thought, the de­
fense of pervasive historicity as essence of human existence 
lent credence to a sharp distinction between the natural sci­
ences and the Geisteswissenschaften. Perhaps this should serve 
as a warning: an ontology of the subject may be of limited ap­
plicability. Pannenberg is surely right in pointing out that 
human dispositions and goal-directed behavior are oriented 
toward the future (BQT II.25f; Anth 62:ff) . But there is some­
thing strange a,bout claiming that the primacy of the future 
applies to the nature of objects as well as to human subjects 
(recall the rose example). To adapt Sartre's illustration, the 
meaning of a mountain may be different for different persons 
or for me at different times; yet it seems strange to say that 
what the mountain is depends on the end of history. The turn 
to the subject genuinely improves upon Greek immutable be­
ing, but one would err in the opposite direction by viewing 
all things under the .rubric of an ontology of the subject. 

Dilthey's theory of meaning, then, presupposed an histori­
cized ontology, for instance in statements such as, "I am thus 
an historical being, even to the no longer fathomable depths 
of my self " (VII: 278) . But it was Heidegger who explicitly 
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drew out the ontological implications of this stress on the ex­
perience of history by initiating his " search for Being " with 
the individually existing Dasein. The questions of Being (sein is 
the question of the Being of beings: it can only he answered in 
terms of our own mode of being-in-the-world. Heidegger thus 
utilized •structures of existence such as state-of-mind (Befind­
livhkeit) , fear, falling and everydayness for conceptualizing the 
Being of Dasein. But as he returns again to these basic onto­
logical categories under the headings of temporality and his­
toricity in Chapters 4 and 5 of Being and Time, we discover 
that each one is itself inherently a temporal category. The ac­
tual phenomenological analysis of human being, therefore, re­
veals that the Being of Dasein is essentially and pervasively 
historical. 

Especially relevant for our theme, Heidegger held the future 
to be constitutive for Dasein's existence. Dasein does not find 
itself existing as a whole and complete being; given for it is 
only its thrownness. Each individual projects a certain mode 
of being-in-the-world, either dwelling in the everyday and 
doing the things that " one does," or existing authentically as 
an independent whole. But this potentiality for being-a-whole 
(Ganzsein) rests in the future as the locus of Dasein's possi-
bilities, especially its possible nothingness (Nivhts). The 
anticipation of (Vorlaufen =running ahead to) Dasein' s own 
death, and the insight into the temporality of its being which 
this provides, leads to the attitude of Angst which enables 
Dasein to be in the present; anticipation alone can constitute 
its identity.27 Clearly, the future receives the priority in this 
ontology, since Dasein is authentically only to the extent that 
it chooses its ownmost possibilities. "Essentiality is in acer­
tain sense derived from the future" and "[D;asein's] primary 
meaning is the future.'' 28 

Pannenberg has defended the future-orientation of this 

27 Sein und Zeit, 15th ed. ( Tiibingen, 1979), sections 61-66. 
28 "Die Gewesenheit entspringt in gewisser Weise der Zukunft" (p. 326) 

and "[Dasein's] primarer Sinn ist die Zukunft" (p. 327). 
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ontology and its emphasis on possibility. Appealing to Sartre's 
critique of Heidegger,29 he has however disputed that the "run­
ing ahead" (Vorlaufen) to one's own death can constitute the 
identity of �o�n�e�~�s� life. He demands instead a whole that ex­
tends past the individual's own death to encompass humanity 
and human history in toto (BQT II: 62-64) . Thus one theo­
logical response to Heidegger moves the future that renders 
being-a-whole possible beyond the individual's own death, lo­
cating it at the end of history as a whole. Heidegger's existen­
tial ontology becomes in Pannenberg's hands, when combined 
with Dilthey's belief in the ineluctable movement of under­
standing from any moment to the context of history as a 
whole, an "eschatological ontology" in which all being is de­
pendent on the final completion of history. 

4. Anthropology, Theology, and the Future 

The category of subjectivity has replaced that of absolute 
substance for many modern thinkers. The transformation is 
especially perspicuous in the three thinker1s discussed-Hegel's 
"being as subject," Dilthey's Lebensphilosophie and Hei­
degger's Dasein-based ontology-but could also be demon­
strated in a variety of philosophers from Descartes through 
Kant to Husser]. Knowledge of the human 'Subject seems to 
require at least some modification of the static ontology in­
herited from the Greeks and medievals. Using Pannenberg as 
a focus, let us examine how 'this shift to a temporalized ontol­
ogy has transformed the discussion of anthropology and 
theology. 

It is not surprising that theologians should find in the shift 
to the subject a helpful aily, for the task of reconciling sub­
stance ontology and religious belief was never fully resolved 
by medieval thinkers. Hartshorne's criticisms have brought 
home the difficulties inherent in pinning the living biblical God 
into the straightjacket of substance metaphysics.30 In opposi-

29 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenologi­
cal Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York, 1956), pp. 53lff. 

so Cf. Charles Hartshorne, A Natural Theology for Our Time (La Salle, 
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tion to timeless categories, the religious tradition desires to 
speak of God also as a subject acting in history. When Pan­
nenberg defends the ontological priority of the future (as in­
TKG 139f), he is seeking to be true to this (essentially bibli­
cal) tradition. But he wants also, more generally, to allow for 
the real contingency and " openness " of human existence, for 
genuine human freedom, for God's action in and involvement 
with the world. Likewise, his recent work on the Trinity 31 is 
crucially concerned with formulating the essential relevance of 
history for the Godhood of God. 

Perhaps most crucially for him, Pannenberg has sought to 
do justice to the Old Testament notion of truth as the faith­
fulness of persons. He is surely right in maintaining that this 
tradition has influenced the theological and philosophical dis­
cussions, helping to bring about the shift to the subject 
chronicled above .. Indeed, we might say that Pannenberg's 
major philosophical effort has been to outline an ontology com­
patible with the "proleptic " structure of the resurrection. 
That is, a new order of being is both fully present in the resur­
rected Christ and operates on humans from the future to draw 
them toward the new beings that they are and will become. 
Pa.radigmatically for Pannenberg, God's being has this struc­
ture, for he both already is in his eternity and is ontologically 
linked to the progress of history. 

The perspective of philosophical anthropology also aug­
ments the attraictiveness of the revised ontology by contribut­
ing to a full-fledged theory of the subject. Three articles in 
Grundfragen 1sketch a process and relational view of person, 
subject and self.32 Pannenberg's recent Anthropology expands 
these comments into a theory of personhood in dialogue with 
the major theories of the sell in psychoanalytic theory, social 
psychology and cultural anthropology. Clearly, the work of 

Illinois, 1967) and The Divine Relativity: A Social Conception of God (New 
Haven and London, 1948, 1964), pp. 6-18. 

s1 "Der Gott der Ges.chichte," Grundfragen 112-28; " Problems of a Trini­
tarian Doctrine of God," P. Clayton, Dialog 26 (1987): 250-7. 

s2 " Person und Subjekt," "Die Subjektivitat Gottes und die Trinitats­
lehre," and "Der Gott der Geschichte." 



660 PHILIP CLAYTON 

Hegel, Dilthey and Heidegger militates for a notion of human 
identity (being) that is essentially extended through time, 
living toward future possibilities as weH as from past givens. 

On the other hand, anthropo1ogy also exposes a potential 
difficulty. If, at least in the human realm, there is no static 
essential being-that is, if we completely reject the received 
view-then can we even speak of the nature of being human? 
Three options present themselves. A Future Epistemology 
view, which involves the least modification of traditional onto­
logical categories, asserts that it is possible to speak of an en­
during human essence, although our knowledge of it remains 
preliminary and hypothetical at any given moment in history: 
the future as unknown is a constant source of new knowledge. 
A Future Ontology view would claim that the essence of hu­
man-kind itself is developing in history, such that it is not yet 
and only will be at the end of history: the future is the source 
of being. Finally, a thoroughgoing Existentialist view would 
dismiss all talk of any structures of human existence as inap­
propriate; we have no grounds to expect an end of time that 
will constitute, either epistemologically or ontologically, a hu­
man essence. My silence regarding the last view in what fol­
lows does not reflect a belief that it is easily answered but only 
the fact that it is. not a live option for Pannenberg. 

As we have seen, Pannenberg is clearly a Future Ontologist. 
" The Christian view " interprets " human being as historical " 
(Anth 499) , not as predetermined to a particular fate. This 
is the radical "openness" (Weltoffenheit) which characterizes 
human being: from ithe eschaton it may turn out to be an open­
ness toward a Christian fulfillment, but at present its content 
is undetermined. This view separates Pannenberg from theolo­
logical notions of a completed H eilsgeschichtle (parts of the 
Augustinian tradition, and in this century Barth), but also 
from any " logical apriorism of the concept " of human being, 
of which both Hegel and Heidegger may have been guilty 
(A nth 501-2) . According to his anthropology, "the identity 
of the referential subject is not to be thought of as prior to 
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the historical process but it is to be understood as the theme of 
the process itself" (ibid., 511) . 

Many aspects of this notion are intriguing. It leaves re­
search into human behavior on the part of the social sciences 
unencumbered by a priori philosophical concepts concerning 
their object of study. It connects nicely with recent work by 
Paul Ricoeur and others linking human historicity and the nar­
rative genre in hermeneutics.33 Finally, it allows us to speak of 
human subjects ais currently incomplete, as developing with 
history, and thus presumably as having choice rather than be­
ing predetermined in their actions. 

But how are we to speak of the actions of a person who is 
not yet? What exactly is it that " acts " in history if " history 
must be regarded as not having an active subject and as being, 
instead, constitutive of active subjects" (Anth 514) ? Pan­
nenberg is well aware of this difficulty. The only way out of 
it, he believes, is to grant the concept of anticipation a central 
role in ontology and to appeal to God as the goal of history. 
As we saw above, he sees the meaning as as the being of 
the individual as constituted the whole of his history, 
of which the current moment is only a part. To speak even in 
a preliminary manner of any frngment of history, of any heing­
in-the-process-of-becoming-a-human-subject, he argues, implic­
itly presupposes a totality of meaning or being in terms of 
which we conceptualize the part. This final, true and defini­
tive horizon implicit in all language, truth and meaning Pan­
nenberg calls "spirit" or "God," the "all-determining real­
ity." The notion of anticipation is therefore essential both for 
making sense of human identity in the anth11opology debate 
and for conceiving God as Spirit. 

5. Anticipating the God of the Future 

Consequently, if a Future Ontologist such as Pannenberg is 
to avoid a skeptical (e.g. Existentialist) view concerning 

33 See the association of historicity and narrativity in Ricoeur, "The Nar· 
rative Function," in Hermeneutics and the Human Hcieiioes, ed. John B. 
Thompson (Cambridge, 1981). 
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human nature, he needs a doctrine of anticipation that allows 
him to speak of future essences as present. For him, anticipa­
tion is the mode of being of all subjects, the key to specifying 
their nature without locking them into a timeless ontology as 
the Greeks did. However, since Pannenberg defines " spirit " 
in divergence from the Cartesian and Idealist traditions, e.g. 
from Hegel and Dilthey to whom he otherwise appeals, the 
task of clarifying and defending the notion of spirit as anticipa­
tion is one of no little urgency. Pannenberg admits that justi­
fying •the introduction of spirit in his sense " would require that 
we discuss at a very general level our understanding of reality 
as such," and adds that " an adequate treatment of the prob­
lems needing to he discussed would be possible only in the 
framework of a general ontology" (Anth 521). Since he has 
not offered such an ontology, one can only speculate how it 
might be developed. Let me then offer a few suggestions con­
cerning the possibilities and problems of an anticipatory on­
tology. 

The cornerstone of such a view is the notion of God as the 
power of the future. In " The God of History," the future 
reality of God is the consequence of 'his Godhood's being at 
stake in history, until "with the completion of his kingdom, 
his Godhood will be shown. For God would be nothing with­
out the coming of his kingdom" (Grundfragen 127). The fu­
ture is essentially the mode of God's being because he would 
not be God without " the accomplishment of his lordship over 
the world" (BQT 2: 242). But the constitutive role of the fu­
ture for theology can, I believe, be fleshed out in two very dif­
ferent ways, paralleling the options that arose for anthro­
pology. We can regard God or humans as in process, locating 
their essence in that future moment in which the process is 
:finished and they will :finally have become what they have be­
come (Future Ontology) . Or we can say that they are now 
essentially what they are, although we may only know them 
by anticipating some future moment when they will show 
themselves to be what they had been (Future Epistemology). 

The debate between these positions concerns less the poss:i.-
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bility of future causality 'than it does the knotty issue of fu­
ture actuality. Even the Future Epistemologist may be willing 
to accept the causal influence of the future, following a long 
philosophical tradition running hack through (inter alia) Kant 
to Aristotle. After all, possibilities motivate us, in some sense 
"pulling us " toward themselves. Possibility is the modal cate­
gory of the future; it is from thence that the plethora of pos­
sibilities influences us until they become determinate present 
actualities at some future point in time. However, Pannen­
herg wishes to say, more strongly, that the God of the future 
is in some sense already actual. The biblical God, he argues, 
is centered in the future because the eschaton is the deciding 
point for his Godhood. He is the " God of the future " not 
merely as a possibility for present beings; he dwells the fu­
ture as complete, actual, fully now who he will become. What 
happens when we try to give ontological expression to this 
idea? 

More than any other contemporary philosopher, Lewis Ford 
has wrestled with Pannenberg's notion of God, la.boring to 
bring about a rapprochement between it and pl'ocess philos­
ophy's conceptualizations of God. In earlier attempts to give 
expression to the Whiteheadian view, he had spoken of God as 
" the infinitude of all pure possibility," since "the future exists 
only as the possible, as the not yet actualized." 34 �B�u�t�~�i�n�­

fluenced perhaps by his ongoing dialogue with Pannenberg?­
Ford ha;s subsequently attacked t:he assumption that " any 
actuality to be actual, it must be present." The future objecti­
fied for us is mere possibility; but why could it not have a sub­
jectivity of its own, an infinite subjectivity as the locus of its 
"real possibilities"? 35 In an important article reflecting gen­
uine convergence between Whitehead and Pannenberg on the 
doctrine of God, Ford attempts to surmount the well-known 

34 Lewis Ford, The Lure of God (Philadelphia, 1978), p. 109, and "A 
Whiteheadian Basis for Pannenherg's Theology," Encounter 38 ( 1977) : 312, 
respectively. 

35 Ford, " God as the Subjectivity of the Future," Encounter 41 ( 1980) : 
287-92. 
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difficulties with God as past or as present activity by conceiv­
ing God as "The Divine Activity of the Future," an actual 
entity (though not an actual occasion) whose subjectivity, be­
coming and causal influence abide in the future, and who lures 
us toward himself from there.36 

Now Pannenberg is liable not to be fully satisfied with this 
attempt. First, Ford's God is "forever future" (ibid., 178), 
always (as an actual subjectivity) luring from the future with­
out his subjectivity ever being actually present. By contrast, 
Pannenberg has 1ong sought to defend " the God of history " 
as well as " the God of the future," a God really present in 
human affairs. But how is he to achieve this, without some 
sort of appeal to a dipola.r God such as Charles Hartshorne has 
advocated? He might perhaps explicate the anticipatory God 
as present in one mode of his being (say, his subjectivity) , fu­
ture in another (as luring ideal); but he is unwilling to allow 
such a separation. Pannenberg would answer that he can 
avoid it through his use of the concept of anticipation. But 
what does " anticipation " mean beyond the mere assertion of 
a "both/and," a "present-and-future," as indeed its source in 
the New Testament tension between the " already " and the 
"not yet" should make clear? The concept of anticipation, 
taken alone, expresses the desideratum of conceptual connec­
tion without specifying how exactly the unification of the 
separate temporal moments is to be accomplished. 

Second, Ford's more recent view, in contradistinction to 
Whitehead and to his own earlier formulations, does ascribe 
actuality to the future of God-but in a very specific sense. 
Something is actual which (1) exists for itself and �(�~�)� has the 
power to influence others.37 Nevertheless, the God of the fu­
ture" cannot be a determinate actuality" (ibid., �~�9�1�)�;� he can­
not be "concretely determinate." 38 Here also Pannenberg will 
resist, for the content of Christian theology, as well as the 
biblical notion of prolepsis-the fact that the kingdom of God 

36 In Process Studies 11 ( 1981) : 169-79. 
37 "God as the Subjectivity of the Future," p. 289. 
38 "The Divine Activity of the Future," p. 179. 
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was fully (and determinately) actual in the life and ministry 
of Jesus-require a God of more than indeterminate actuality. 
Pannenberg wants specificity of content as well as existence, a 
divine subjectivity in no way deficient to human subjectivity. 

On the other hand, what are the consequences of Pannen­
berg's resistance to Ford's repeated attempts? Anticipation is 
a promissory note begging for philosophical redemption; for 
some critics, its credit rating leaves something to he desired. 
Indeed, the issue is not unconnected with the broader question 
of the relationship between theology and philosophy. Pannen­
berg has repeatedly insisted on the inadequacy of the meta­
physics of Whitehead, Hegel and others to the biblical under­
standing of God. Naturally the theologian is eX'pected to level 
complaints against those philosophical systems that fall short 
in formulating the beliefs of the Christian tradition. Converse­
ly, however, the philosopher will be dissatisfied as long as 
philosophical specification of key theological notions is lacking. 
To avoid the danger of leaving the notions of prolepsis 
and anticipation philosophically vacuous, one is tempted to 
acknowledge the strengths of Ford's mediating work ... at 
least as a first approximation. 

To this point we have encountered two sets of divergent 
viewpoints: the Future Ontologist's placing of essence in the 
future versus the Future Epistemologist',s insistence on present 
essences, and Pannenberg's completed (fuUy actual and exis­
tent) God of the future versus Ford's indeterminately actual 
subjectivity of the future. One can, of course, stress the dis­
tance between these options. Yet I wonder, even from the 
perspective of Pannenberg' s own aonaern for a biblio<illy ade­
quate theology, whether the differences 'are really so grea.t 
as to be irreconcilwble. Recall Pannenberg's parameters for 
a Christian doctrine of God: God must be in some sense 
fully actual now; he cannot be deficient in being; he cannot be 
solely located in the future, for he must be vitally involved 
with every Now of history; yet he is so dependent on the fu­
ture that it can be spoken of as the locus of his being. Hence 
he is God now in anticipation of the God he will show himself 
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to be (have been?) at the end of history. Are future essences 
the only way to do justice to these desiderata? 

6. Anticipation as an Epistemologwal Category 

I suggest that Future Epistemology is adequate to precisely 
the sorts of requirements championed by Pannenberg. One can 
spea.k of a God who exists fully in the present but is dependent 
on the future course of history, or one can posit a God of the 
future who is anticipated in the present. We have granted that 
progress has been made toward the second option in Lewis 
Ford's approach to the ontology of the future God; but Pan­
nenberg has not aiccepted his work as adequate for a Christian 
doctrine of God. Perhaps a satisfactory anticipatory ontology 
will one day be developed. In Pannenberg's oeuvre, the recent 
Anthropology comes closest to accomplishing this task. In 
"The Problem of Identity" (Ch. 5) he advocates Heidegger's 
distinction of human being f:vom the modes of being of other 
things, and subscribes to Heidegger's use of anticipation for 
constructing human identity (Anth 210-16, 234-40) . When he 
concludes the book with the (by now predictable) appeal to 
anticipation, the reference is hack to the earlier discussion of 
Heidegger and Sartre (Anth 527n135) . Still, as we have seen, 
Pannenberg elsewhere distances himself from Heidegger's ap­
proach. Moreover, even here the suggestive comments on 
anticipation fall short of a general theory, arising as they do in 
the course of the treatment of other themes. 

Therefore the question must be posed: what :route should be 
taken if an ontology of the already and the not yet can not be 
developed--0r, more to the point, ha,s not been? In the absence 
of an adequate ontological foundation for future essences, why 
not return to a modified version of present identity? In his 
critique of John Cobb's (Whitehead-derived) christology 
Pannenberg insisted again and again on the necessity of the 
"constitutive significance of God's future for the present." 39 

39 Pannenberg, "A Liberal Logos Christology: The Christology of John 
Cobb," in David Ray Griffin and Thomas J. J. Altizer, eds., John Oobb's 
Theology in Process (Philadelphia, 1977), p. 149n21; cf. pp. 136, 147n9. 
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Could not. Future Epistemology be formulated in a way that 
preserves the constitutive significance of the future for the 
present? 

For both options, present (and intermediate future) oc­
currences can be said to matter essentially to the being in 
question. Think again of the analogy with anthropology. We 
do not have to deny change and development of individuals 
to say that what it is to be human obtains already in the 
present. So also with God: much history still needed to fl.ow 
under the bridge after the resurrection, so that the Christian 
belief in the God of the resurrection will have turned out to he 
false if history is not finally resolved as required by the essen­
tial tenets of the Christian faith. God is only the one we now 
believe him to be if the process of his interactions with history 
is concluded in a certain way, viz. with the manifestation of his 
lordship in his future kingdom. But the God who raised Jesus 
was already God at that time (rather than not yet God) and 
was acting in that present to show himself as who he already 
was. Moreover, this fact need not conflict with the constitu­
tive role of the future in Christian religious experience stem­
ming from the resurrection: the past is not alone significant, 
for we look forward to the consummation of history and the 
unveiling of all things as they really are. 

7. A RegUlative View of Being 

I have criticized Pannenberg's anticipatory ontology as be­
ing inadequately developed (though perhaps we may antici­
pate ,further developments), and have argued that his con­
cerns can be met by a Future Epistemology. But what about 
the introduction of time into ontology in Section 3? Is it not 
in tension with my insistence on enduring (present) essences? 
It might appear that I am liable to the same criticism I leveled 
against Pannenberg, namely that I have not developed the 
ontological foundation necessary to sustain my assertions. On 
the other hand, must the turn to the subject be ,taken as a 
falsification of Presence Ontology with its insistence on a pres­
ently existing underlying Something enduring through time? 
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It would seem not. I will argue that the quest for unitary prin­
ciples is as much a part of the knowledge process today as it 
was for the Greeks, despite the "historization" of being. 

Let us grant, for the sake of argument, that difficulties with 
Platonic, Aristotelian and Thomist ontologies render these sys­
tems no longer applicable without modification as the primary 
framework for our thinking about being in all contexts. No 
longer valid is the assumption that we can understand human 
subjects only by defining them ontologically as unchanging 
essences. Nonetheless, what has not changed is the need for 
unitary explanations, for principles which unify our experience 
in a given realm or general. Pannenberg himself has de­
scribed the interplay between the developing historical con­
sciousness and the need (in anthropology, historical studies, 
theo1ogy) to posit some constants of human or divine nature 
in order to be able to talk about it (Anth Ch. 9) . As the sys­
tems of Hegel and Heidegger have shown, even a philosophy 
of pervasive historicity must end up positing non-temporal 
structures of explanation. Likewise, categories of Pannen­
berg's own ontology of prolepsis, anticipation and future 
causality do not themselves change through time; if they did, 
his ontology would have no explanatory value. 

This requirement of explanatory stability is the W ahrheits­
moment in my earlier criticism that a fully temporalized onto­
logy is "counter-intuitive". Classical ontology assigned to 
being the l.'ole of a static explanatory (hence unifying) prin­
ciple in human thought. Under its assumption of realism, an 
adequate explanation or theory had to refer to something en­
during through time. By an extension that became second na­
ture, the ontological assumption of a constant Something about 
which we cognize was then taken up into our basic intuitions 
about truth (adequatio rei et intellectus), identity (viz. same­
being), essence or whatness (with Aristotle," the what it is to 
he [something]"), naming, efficient causality (action of an exis­
tent on a temporally contiguous existent), even development 
(change in the aspects of an entity which however remains 
the "same" entity) . 
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Of course some contemporary thinkers are working to mod­
ify the realist assumptions of e:xcplanations and to dispense with 
the inherited notion of a constant underlying Something. Thus 
one school in the philosophy of science defends the non-realism 
of scientific theories, and in the debate over truth theories 
obhers argue truth without correspondence. Pannenberg also 
expresses his preference for the idealist tradition in his sub­
ordination of the correspondence to the coherence definition of 
truth.40 Yet in the midst of such efforts one still finds some 
sort of appeal to constant rational structures persisting through 
temporal change. Indeed, this is inevitable, for the alternative 
is to dispense with rational explanations and theories com­
pletely, the alternative chosen by pyrrhonic skepticism and, for 
instance, the " epistemological anarchism " of Paul Feyer­
ahend. 

Still, it is not immediately obvious what ontological status 
to assign to non-temporal explanatory principles. Can we 
make statements about human nature (given, of course, the 
contingency mandated by Future Epistemology) that remain 
true through time without returning once again to the straight­
jacket of static Greek ontologies? I propose that .portions of 
the " classical " ontology continue to play a guiding or regula­
tive role in our conceptualizing of being. If this is the caise, a 
" regulative view of being " may be warranted. We can form 
a concept of abstract being, of a substratum (substantia) that 
remains constant through change and constitutes the identity 
of an object or individual. But, as the British Empiricists 
showed, we cannot claim direct access to such abstract Being: 
it does not follow deductively from our experience of the world, 
nor e.g. as the expression of some primordial religious intui­
tion. Yet-and this is the reason Pannenberg gives " above 
all " for " orienting philosophical thinking to that which always 
is "-the" possibility of forming general concepts and of mak-

40 "The Experience of Meaning, Religion and the Question of God," trans. 
Philip Clayton, in Leroy Rouner, ed., Knowing Religiously (Notre Dame, 
1985). 
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ing general structural statements" (TKG 141) necessitates 
positing a something that appears, an existing nature contin­
uous through time. To speak of the present being of some­
thing is to posit an underlying unity of " its " appearances to 
us. Since it goes beyond these appearances (and given the 
critique of substance metaphysics), the notion of a thing's be­
ing can only be a construct imposed by us, an ideal like the 
unity of ·science that guides thought and enables ascription of 
attributes. We cannot claim to have knowledge of this being, 
but neither can we dispense with this notion for our present 
understanding. 

I am suggesting, one might say, a negative pragmatic argu­
ment for the idea of timeless being: if we do not posit at least 
some ontic structure which continues through time, we cannot 
make sense of our experience and there is no reason to expect 
statements made at this moment of time to have any relevance 
at subsequent moments (or at past ones, for that matter) .41 

Pannenberg has shown that Hegel's separation of non-temporal 
being and the essence that " must appear " still depends on a 
"timeless, logical structure" (TKG 129f). My argument is: 
in some sense, every concept does. If this is true of the struc­
ture of the !dee in Hegel, it is true for the formal structure 
(and in this sense, the nature) of an actual entity in White-
head; and it is no less true, in Pannenberg's "process" sec­
tions, of e.g. the "faithfulness of God" or the structure of 
anticipation or repetition. 

A regulative view of the concept of being does not in prin­
ciple need to be in conflict with a future-oriented ontology of 
the subject. Kant speaks of his regulative ideas as " anticipa­
tions " 42 admitting of future confirmation. Of course, it is 

41 There is perhaps some irony in Pannenberg's criticizing the static view 
(TKG 129f) by means of the "Truth" that it will "inevitably" underesti­
mate the importance of the new. If we cannot formulate some non-temporal 
"general concepts," we appear to lose our basis to speak of truths at all, and 
no statement is "inevitable"! 

42 Oritique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York, 1965), 
A661, B689. 
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easier to conceive of future evidence for a "highest of all 
genera" (Ibid., A659, B687) than for the essence, the n -YJv 
eivai, of something. On the other hand, such confirmation is 
not inconceivable (1) if we speak not of appearances but of 
"self-manifestations" of the (posited) object, and (2) if we 
are working with the (theological) concept of a future 
eschaton in which all things shall appear " as they truly are." 
Employing the developing notion of being that we have ex­
plored in Hegel, Heidegger and Pannenberg, we might even 
speculate that our (regulative) idea of the present being of 
something is more ideal in the present and that, as the thing 
continues to develop through time, an ever greater correspond­
ence will be esta;blished bet ween our 'Speaking of the (complete) 
present being of the thing and what (or how complete) it 
really is at that time. One may or may not be willing to affirm 
a pvogressive correspondence between word and reality in these 
or similar terms; certainly there are 'Staggering conceptual 
problems to be addressed. Nevertheless, the first step toward 
producing an adequate contemporary ontology may be the 
regulative use of the idea of present being as the basis for 
establishing identity thvough time.43 

PHILIP CLAYTON 
Williams Oollege 

Williamstown, M assaahusetts 

43 Two forthcoming publications by Pannenberg will advance the debate 
over Future Ontologies one step further; it is perhaps too early to tell 
whether they conclusively answer the criticisms raised here. M etaphysik un<l 
Gottesgedanke ( GOttingen, 1988) will provide the fullest account to date of 
Pannenberg's metaphysics of anticipation. Vol. I of his Systematisahe The­
ologie (Gottingen, 1988) will use a trinitarian conceptuality to address some 
of the problems raised by the God of the future; in particular, Pannenberg 
apparently substitutes trinitarian language for talk of the one God as a 
single self-conscious subject or person. See also Pannenberg's response to 
criticisms in Carl E. Braaten and Philip Clayton, eds., The Theology of 
Wolfhart Pannenberg: Twelve Amerioan Oitiques (Minneapolis, 1988), pp. 
313-36. 



THE HOLINESS OF THE CHURCH IN 
LUMEN GENTIUM 

HE NOTION OF the Church as a smner, not often 
spoken of in Catholic theology of other times, has be­
come quite common in recent years.1 Among the ques­

tions of a pastoral and theological nature that have given rise 
to it, the following may be noted: 

a) The ecumenical question. Many would wish the Church 
as such to accuse herself of sin, as a means towards reconcilia­
tion. 

b) The idea borrowed from traditional Protestant theology 
of a certain compatibility between sin and holiness,2 the 
simul sanctus et pecca.tor of Luther. 

c) The notion of evil as a mere deficiency properly belong­
ing to a given stage of development of the Cosmos; such is t:he 
understanding of Teilhard de Chardin.3 

1 The mark of holiness has been applied to the Church more than any of 
the other three, from the very beginning of Christian times; Baptismal 
creeds are a clear witness to this. 

2 Cf. n. 66 on Kiing. 
3 "What is the inevitable complement of anything which results from such 

a process (an evolutive one) but having to pay the price of some losses? Lack 
of harmony and physical decomposition in the Pre-Vivant, suffering in the 
Vivant, sin in the dominion of Freedom ... " (Comment je crois) ; 

"We must say that God, in spite of his power, cannot unite any creature 
to himself without necessarily entering into battle with Evil, because Evil 
appears inevitably with the first atom of being which creation 'releases' 
into existence. Creation and sinlessness are terms as much at loggerheads 
with divine Power and Wisdom as creature with unicity" (Notes sur les 
modes de l'ac-tion divine dans l'Universe-yr. 1920). 

Undoubtedly, sin in its effects is a lack of what man (and creation de­
pendent on him) should have, but the point that Teilhard misses is that 
the 'deficiency' due to sin (unlike other imperfections found in creation) 
is due to the responsible action of human beings, and has no inevitability 
about it. 

673 
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d) An increased awareness of the social dimension of sm. 
Undoubtedly sin has numerous (though divisive) social ef­
ects.4 But it would be incorrect to affirm that sin is an entirely 
social phenomenon.5 An application of such a notion to the 
Church would be an easy next stage. 

e) A certain undoing of the constrast between the ' King­
dom of God' and the 'world ',6 to the detriment, let it be said, 
both of the eternity and definitiveness of the former, and the 
progressive sanctification of the latter. The Church then, not 
belonging so intimately to the All-Holy, may be more easily 
looked upon as a sinner. 

f) Another factor has been the positive humanizing em-

4 In the Apostolic Exhortation Reeonciliatio et Paenitentia (English trans­
lation; London: CTS, 1984) where Pope John Paul II ga.thers together the 
findings of the 1983 Synod of Bishops, many acceptable ways of understand­
ing ' social sin' are explained: as mystically ' dragging down ' the whole 
world; in the sense that it goes in the detriment of our neighbour; in the 
relationships between various human communities (n.16: p. 51-54). 

5 For example, the following words of G. Gutierrez: "No se trata, en 
la perspectiva liberadora, de! pecado como realidad individual, privada e 
intimista, afirmada justo lo necesario para necesitar una redenci6n 'espiri­
tual ', que no cuestiona el orclen en que vivimos. Se trata del pecado como 
un hecho social, hist6rico . . . El pecatlo se da en estructures opresoras en 
la explotaci6n del hombre por el hombre, en la dominaci6n y esclavitud de 
los pueblos, razas y clases sociales. El pecado surge, entonces, como la aliena­
ci6n fundamental, como la rniz de una situaci6n de injusticia y explotaci6n" 
Teofogia de la liberaci6n (Salamana: Sigueme, 1972), p. 236-237. And in a 
more recent work of his: " pecar es optar por la opresi6n y contra la libera­
ci6n" La fuerza hist6rioa de los pobres, (Lima, 1979) p. 19. As J. M. Ibaiiez­
Langlois points out, this statement would be fine if it were to say 'to 
opt for oppression and against liberation is sinful', that is one more among 
many possible sins: Teologia de la liberacion y lucha de alases, (Madrid: 
Palabra, 1985) p. 176. In Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, the Holy Father, rn­
peating what was said in the Instruction of the S.C.D.F. on 'Liberation 
Theology' (6 Aug 1983, IV, 14-15; Veritas: 1984, pp. 12-13), says: "there is 
one meaning sometimes given to 'social sin' that is not legitimate or ac­
ceptable . . . this contrasts ' social sin' with 'personal sin' not without 
ambiguity, in a way that leads more or less unconsciously to the watering 
down and almost the abolition of ' personal' sin, with recognition only of 
' social ' guilt and responsibilities " p. 54, n. 16. 

'6 See Gaudiurn et Spe8, I, chap. IV: ' The Role of the Church in the 
Modern World' (n. 40-45). 
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phasis given to Ecclesiology (also reflected in Christology) in 
recent years, permitting the Church as the PeC>ple of God to be 
placed more in the limelight, and her mission seen to be in the 
service of man. Far from substituting an Old Testament image 
(People of God) for a New Testament one (the Pauline 
Mystical Body of Christ), this opens very wide perspectives in 
a range of areas: Missionology, the role of the laity in the 
Church, their common' priesthood etc.7 In some cases unfor­
tunately, this has tended more towards a reductionism of this 
mission due to a secularist understanding of man 8 rather than 
one expressing his transcendent dignity as God's image, which 
Gaudium et Spes so powerfully portrays. 

In the theological understanding of the holiness or sanctity 
of the Church, ample use has always been made of the ex­
pression ' Mystical Body of Christ ', termed authoritatively 
plus quam imago.9 Speaking of the mark of holiness, the 
Roman Catechism concludes that " the Church ... it is clear, 
is holy, and holy because she is the body of Christ, by whom 
she is sanctified, and in whose blood she is washed ".10 Pius 
XII, logically enough, concentrates on this image of the 
Church in his Encyclical Mystic.i Corporis Christi.11 Indeed 

7 On these questions see: A. Del Portillo, Faithful and Laity in the Church, 
(Shannon: Ecclesia Press, 1972) chapters 1 & 2. 

s Cf. Jos'e Luis Illanes, Oristianismo, Historia, Mundo, (Pamplona, EUNSA, 
1973.) This work gives an excellent survey of the theologies of secularization 
and the 'Death of God' (Bonhoffer, Robinson, Cox, Hamilton etc.: p. 57-84) 
and on the' Political Theology' of J. B. Metz, etc. (p. 101-150). 

s A.at. Syn. III, 1, 173. 'A.ct. Syn.': the A.cto Synodalia of Vatican II, 
Typis Polygl. Vat., 1970-75. 

1-0 From English translation by J. McHugh and C. Callan, (Philippines, 
Sinag-Tala, 1974) p. 106. St. Thomas also attributes the sanctity of the 
Church to her being 'washed' in the blood of Christ: "Primo, quia sicut 
Ecclesia cum consecratur, materialiter laV<atur, ita et fideles loti sunt san­
guine Christi. Apoc. 1, 5: 'Dilexit nos, et lavit nos a peccatis nostris in 
sanguine suo '; Hebr. 13, 12: 'Iesus, ut sanctificaret per suum sanguinem 
populum, extra portam passus est'" In Symb. A.post., a. 9 (Opuscula 
Theologica, vol. 2, Marietti, 1954, n. 977). 

u Year 1943. London, CTS, 1964; n. 22-23: abbreviation: 'MCC '. 'Sinners 
not excluded'; n. 49: ' Christ the source of holiness '; n. 64-65: 'Human de­
fects in the Church are no prejudice to her divine constitution'. 
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his doctrine is repeated clearly in the Dogmatic Constitution 
on the Church of Vatican II, Lumen Gentium.12 Nevertheless, 
two other images which the Council adduced to explain better 
the mysterious nature of the realitas complexa 13 of the Church 
of Christ make it necessary for us to clarify the precise nature 
of the holiness of the Church: that of the Church as the Bride 
of Christ, and as the People of God. 

Obviously, no opposition need be found between any of these 
images. Just as her Founder and Lord is 'from above ',14 so 
" his holy Church " 15 cannot be defined in human terms (genus 
and specific difference) which would enclose her entire essence 
and richness. Those who wish to find such opposition implicit­
ly tend to deny the supernatural origin, constitution and des­
tiny of the Church.16 While giving pride of place for well­
known reasons to the image of the Church as 'People of 
God '-Chap. II is dedicated to it entirely-Lumen Gentium 
by no means belittles the other images. In fact it goes so far 
as to proclaim-towards the end of Chap. II-the formal coin­
cidence between " the People of God, the Body of Christ and 
the Temple of the Holy Spirit "/ 7 The diverse images have 

12 English translation of Lurnen Gentiurn (abbrev.: LG), taken from 
A. Flannery, ( ed), Vatican II: the OonoiliCLr and Post-conciliar Docurnents, 
Dublin, Dominican Publications, 1975, p. 350-423. Latin text taken from 
A. Flannery, (ed), Vatioan II on the Ohurah, 2nd ed., Scepter, Dublin 1967. 
On the holiness of the Church see especially LG 39; also LG 8, 14, 40, 41, 48. 

13 LG Sa; in its original context, this expression refers to the Church as 
made up of a "visible society and invisible community .... which come to­
gether from a human and divine element" ibid. 

14 Cf. John S :23. 
1s LG Sa. 
16 The Council clearly wished the Church should be seen as a mystery; 

hence Chapter I 'The Mystery of the Church', ancl the emphasis on the 
Church being a kind of 'sacrament' (Gk: rnysterion) : LG 1, 9c, 48b. "The 
mystery of the holy Church is already brought to light in the way it was 
founded " LG 5a. Particularly striking is the comparison made in LG Sa 
with the mystery of the Incarnate Word. On the question of how the con­
ciliar discussion leaned towards a 'mysterious' rather than 'juridical' view 
of the Church even in the early stages, see C. O'Neill, General Introduction, 
in Flannery (ed), VaticCLn II on the Church, p. 11-12. 

17 LG 17. This passage may be seen in clear parallelism with the words of 
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the purpose of filling out our understanding of the mystery of 
the Church so for example, the ' People of God ' is a holy 
people; the Body of ·Christ has individual members, and so is 
termed ' mystical ' rather than ' real ' or ' moral ', 18 etc. 

Looking into Lumen Gentium 

The holiness of the Church is proclaimed regularly through­
out this constitution. The ' marks ' of the Church (including 
'holiness') are listed twice.19 But in fact this question came 
through many stages in the elaboration of Lumen Gentium, 
before being definitively explained in LG 39 at the beginning 
of Chap. V, 'The Universal call to holiness'. The first scheme 
presented to the Fathers 20 proclaimed that the sins of the 
Church's members offend her,' sed eiusdem sanctitatem essen­
tialem non laedunt ".21 On the basis of the overall scheme be­
ing too 'essentialist ',22 inflexible 23 and inward-looking 24 a 
completely new draft was devised 25 only speaking of the holi­
ness of the Church in obliquo.26 The chapter on the universal 

St. Cyprian cited in LG 4b and describing the universal Church as " a people 
brought into unity (plebs adunata) from the unity of the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Spirit" De Orat. Dom., 23; PL 4, 553. 

1s Cf. MOO, n. 59, 60. 
19 LG Sb; 26a. 
20 De Ecclesiae Militantis natura: Act. Syn. I, 4, 12ff. 
:21 Ibid., p. 14. The text continues: "Ecclesia enim sancta est potissimum 

quia, ut Sponsa Christi, in sanctitate constituta cum sit (Eph. 5 :26-27), 
sua membra ad sanctitatem gignit, numquam membris sanctitate praestanti­
bus caret, et insuper non modo peccata membrorum suorum reprimit, sed et 
ipsa membra quae aegrota sunt suo ministerio in pristinam et aliquando 
uberiorem reddit sanctitatem." 

22 .According to the German-Austrian Episcopal Conference: ibid., p. 603: n. 
78 below. 

23 Cf. for example Mgr. Badoux, who insisted that the formula was in­
complete and not flexible as regards reality; it should explain rather the 
"status inchoativi et progressivi prout exsistit inter fideles" Act. Syn. II, 
I, 477, 3a. 

24 See Card. Suenens' much appreciated monition: Act Syn. I, 4, 222-
227. 

25 Following closely on the Schema presented by the German-Austrian 
Fathers: cf. especially Act. Syn. I, 4, 613. 

26 n. 7 of this Schema (equivalent to LG 8) no longer speaks of the Church's 
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caU to holiness for example made no direct reference to the 
Church's holiness.27 

This new scheme in fact included elements which surprised 
more than one Father, for example the phrase "Ecclesia 
sanctos et peccatores in se complectens ""2 8 Indeed the Dutch 
Episcopal Conference wished explicit reference to be made to 
the ' sinfulness ' of the Church, mainly for ecumenical rea­
sons,29 and in fact the phrase Ecclesia sancta simul et semper 
purificanda was inserted in the new draft.30 Many Council 
Fathers were concerned over this,31 wishing "ut aliquid dicatur 
de ipsa Ecclesiae sanctitate ".32 Eventually it was decided to 
place the explanation of the Church's holiness at the start of 
Chapter V: 'The Call to Holiness' (LG 39). This short n.39 
contains three elements, as follows. 

a) A declaration of the Church's holiness: 

"The Church, whose mystery is set forth by this sacred Coun­
cil, is held, as a matter of faith to be unfailingly holy ".33 

'essential sanctity': "Ecclesia sancta fidei, amoris et gratiae communitas, 
his in terris mediorum sanctificationis compage constat et sustentaur" Act. 
f'Jyn. II, 1, 219. 

27 It was then n. 28 of Chap. IV: "In mysterio Ecclesiae, quod a Sancta 
Synodo sollemniter mundo annuntiatur, omnes, sive ad Hierarchiam perti­
nent, sive ab ea pascuntur, ad sanctitatem vocantur" Act. f'Jyn. II, l, 269. 

2s For example Mgr. Poncet who recommended that ". . . sanctos et 
etiam miseros peccatores adhuc in Christo credentes in se complectens ... " 
be inserted instead. This was because, since everything in the section spoke 
of praise for the Church, the inclusion of sinners seemed too brusque: Act. 
Syn. II, I, 294 (n. 103). 

29 See n. 101 below. 
so See n. 102 & ff., with the corresponding text. 
a1 Cf. Act. f'Jyn. II, 3: particularly Morstabilini (380), Urbani (635), 

Cento ( 636), Bea ( 638), Russell & others ( 653). 
a2 Morstabilini, loo. cit. 
33 "Ecclesia, cuius mysterium a Sacra Synodo proponitur, indefectibiliter 

sancta creditur. Christus enim, Dei Filius, qui cum Patre et Spiritu 'solus 
Sanctus' celebratur, Ecclesiam tamquam sponsam suam dilexit, Seipsum 
traclens pro ea, ut illam sanctificaret (cf. Eph. 5: 25-26), eamque Sibi ut 
corpus suum coniunxit atque Spiritus Sancti dono cumulavit, ad gloriam Dei. 
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b) The reasons for this holiness: 

"This is because", the text continues, " Christ, the Son 0£ 
God, who with the Father and the Spirit is hailed as ' alone 
holy ', loved the Church as his Bride, giving himself up for her 
so as to sanctify her (cf. Eph. 5: 25-26); he joined her to him­
self as his body endowed her with the gift of the Holy 
Spirit for the glory of God ".34 The Relatio dealing with this 
section says indeed that these first lines of LG- 39 'contain an 
affirmation of faith: that the Church herself is holy. And this 
is followed by an explanation ... Christ, who is ' alone holy ', 
also wished the Church he founded to be holy, and made it so. 
Then the purpose of the Church's own sanctity is added: for 
the glory of God. In ,this way are those Fathers catered to 
who requested mention to be made at the start (of LG 39) of 
the holiness of the Church (since we are dealing with a consti­
tution on the Church) in its ontological and objective aspects, 
and in its pitrpose ".35 

So, the Church is because Christ the Lord is holy,36 

Ideo in Ecclesia omnes, sive ad Hierarchiam pertinent sive ab ea pascuntur, 
ad sanctitatem vocantur, iuxta illud Apostoli: 'Haec est enim voluntas Dei, 
sanctificatio vestra' (I Thess. 4:3; cf. Eph. 1:4). Haec autem Ecclesiae 
sanctitas in gratiae fructibus quos Spiritus in ficlelibus prnducit, incessanter 
manifestatur et manifestari debet; multiformiter exprimitur apud singulos, 
qui in suo vitae ordine ad perfectionem caritatis, aedificantes alios, tendunt; 
proprio quodam modo apparet in praxi consiliorum, qua evangelica appellari 
consueverunt" LG 39. 

34 Ibid. The phrase ' alone holy ' is taken from the Gloria of the Mass. 
35 Act. Syn. III, I, 301. Fourteen out of the many requests for this amend­

ment are appended to the Relatio. As regards the dynamism of the Church's 
sanctity, cf. Schoemaker, Act. Syn. II, 3, 373; Bea, ibid., 639. 

3s It appears the text does not refer to the holiness of Christ's humanity, 
the sanotitas accidental·is, as Thomists would say, but rather to the sanatitas 
substantialis of the vVord "deeply embedded in Jesus' humanity through the 
hypostatic union". The Scotists rightly rejected as monophysite the attri­
bution of God's holiness to Christ's humanity. No, "Jesus' human soul 
possessed love of God and man in the highest degree" Karl Ac1ams, The 
Ghrist of Faith, (New York: Mentor Omega, 1962) p. 289. And yet the foot­
note to LG 39 gives texts indicating Christ's holiness for being the consub­
stantial Word. Still, we feel the fullness of grace in Christ is expressed im­
plicitly in Gaudium et Sp es n. 22: ' Cluist the New Man'. As regards Christ's 
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"the fountain of all holiness '',37 the Head of the Church, her 
loving Spouse, who sends her the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy 
Spirit who makes the Church holy in an immediate way, since 
he " was sent on the day of Pentecost in order that he might 
continually sanctify the Church ... ",38 and now "dwells in 
the Church and in the hearts of the faithful, as in a temple ".39 

" By the power of the Gospel he permits the Church to keep 
the freshness of youth ".40 Moreover, "constantly he renews 
her and leads her to perfect union with her Spouse ".41 

Besides, in Sacred Scripture the Church "is described as the 
spotless bride of the spotless lamb ".42 Even though the image 
of the Church as 'Bride ' implies her clear distinction from 
Christ, nonetheless Christ loves her " as if she were his own 
body" .43 The members of this Mystical Body are " united in 
a hidden yet real way to Christ in his Passion and Glorifica­
tion" .44 This unity takes place by a sharing in the one Spirit. 

negative sanctity, see LG 8c. On the question of the fullness of grace in 
Christ, cf. for example A. Pioianti, La Pienezza di Cristo, (Rome, Ares, 
1958)' p. 93-104. 

37 "The Church is also to be called holy because she is united to her holy 
Head, as His body; that is Christ the Lord, the fountain of all holiness, from 
whom flew the graces of the Holy Spirit and the riches of the divine bounty" 
Roman Catechism, p. 105. See also: Eucharistic Prayer II. 

38 LG 4a. Pentecost is suggestively represented as an on-going reality: 
" ... sent on the day of Pentecost ... to continually sanctify ... " ibid. All 
emphasised portions of council texts are ours. 

B9Jbid.; cf. I Oor. 3:16; 6:19. Note that the Holy Spirit is not only said 
to dwell 'in the hearts of the faithful' but also 'in the Church'. 

40 LG 4a. 
41Jbid.; cf. St. Irenaeus: Adv. Haer. III, 24, 1: PG 7, 966B. 
42 LG 6e. This image is taken from Rev. 19: 7; 21: 2, 9; 22: 17. 
43 Eph. 5 :28. Note how St. Paul effortlessly expresses the continuity be­

tween the Church as Bride of Christ and as his Body, in Eph. 5 :25-31. On 
the complementarity of the two images, see LG 7h. 

44 LG 7b. The question of the reality of the contact the faithful have with 
Christ as members of his Mystical Body has been brought out in an as yet 
unpublished doctoral dissertation by J. J. Alvarez Madariaga, Sabre el 
n. 7 del Lumen Gentium, at the University of Navarre, June 1983. Accord­
ing to this author, the influence of Lucien Cerfaux is particularly to be 
seen. Of. the latter's work La Th{;ologie de l'Eglise suivant saint Paul, (Paris 
Cerf, 1948). p. 208 ff: see note 45 following on I Oor. 12: 13. Cerfaux 



THE HOLINESS OF THE CHURCH IN LUMEN GENTIUM 681 

"For", as St. Paul tells us, "in one Spirit we are formed in 
the likeness of one body ".45 It is the Holy Spirit " who, being 
one and the same in head and members, gives life to, unifies 
and moves the whole body ",46 as the soul in the human body. 
What is more, this action extends even to the Church in her 
institutions: Christ not only established but " ever sustains 
here on earth his holy Church . . . as a visible organization, 
th))ough which he communicates truth and grace to all men ".41 

c) The consequences of the Church's holiness 

The consequences of the holiness of the Church (' result ' of 
Christ's holiness etc.) are then given. In our view, they rep­
resent the central intuition of the Council on the whole ques­
tion of explaining the holiness of the Church. Briefly, the 
Council says: 

"The Church is holy ... therefore all ... are called to holi­
ness according to the Apostle's saying: 'for this is the will of 
God, your sanctification' (I Thess. 4: 3) ".48 Christians must 
be holy, for the Church they belong to is holy. The text does 
not say: ' Therefore the whole Church ... is called to be holy', 

especially underlines the euoharistio connection of the expression 'Mystical 
Body of Christ' (id., p. 210-212), as Lumen Gentium also does in LG 7b, 
following I Gor. 10.17. Cf. also Pius XII, MCC, n. 18, 80-83. After all, 
if the Eucharist were a mere symbol or its effectiveness not 'em opere op­
erato ', so also the relationship of the Christian with Christ would be tenuous, 
and the holiness of the Church would be meaningless. 

,45 I Cor. 12i13, cit. in LG 7b. Cerfaux, p. 209-211 presents interpretations 
of this text by Rawlinson, Manson, Vissher and points out that in I Cor. 
12: 13, the word ' body' (Gk: S'Oma) does not refer to the Church as a 
'social body' or corporation. It refers clearly fo the Body of Christ. 'In the 
likeness of one body's is explained as follows: "vous etes corps, un corps 
qui est celui du Christ (dependent de lui, ou circule sa vie)".' St. Thomas 
interprets this text as "in unitatem ecclesiae quae est corpus Christi" I Ad 
Oor., c.12. 

46LG 7g. 
47 LG Sa. 
48 LG 39. " ... I Thess. 4: 3, quae videntur esse fundamentalia pro ultima 

radice sanctitatis christianae. Ille textus ab exegetis omnino ad rem dicitur 
esse" Act. Syn. III, 1, 301. 
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rather those who are in it are so called; the Church already is 
holy.49 

The Relatio comments on these words: " a logical transition 
takes place from the ontological order of the first part to the 
vocation and ordering of all to sanctity. The very link-up ... 
with God, the Blessed Trinity, with Christ, with the Church 
clearly shows that holiness is not something dependent on the 
changeable will of man, but ontologically having ... its rea­
son of being ".50 The idea of the 'link-up' between the holi­
ness of the Church and that of her members-not just (pas­
sively) made up of their holiness, but rather (actively) lead­
ing them forward on a quest for holiness-may he attributed 
in a special way to several Fathers, particularly, as far as we 
can see, Morstabilini 51 and Dopfner,52 as well as Cento 53 and 
Russell.54 It can only he seen as providential that the discus-

49 "Ecclesia . . . indefectibiliter sancta creditur . . . Ideo in Ecclesia 
omnes ... ad sanctitatem vocantur ... " LG 39. The title given to Chap. V 
in the Abbot-Gallagher Documents of Vatican II (London, Geoffrey-Chapman, 
1966, 65-66) is ' The Call of the whole Church to Holiness' which is clearly 
imprecise. The same point is made in Chap. VII ('The Pilgrim Church': 
(para phrasing LG 48a) 'we are called to the Church in Christ and we 
acquire holiness in it'. 

50 Act. f:fyn. III, 1, 301; seven petitions for amendment appended. 
51 After requesting some mention to be made of the holiness of the Church, 

he said "Sanctitas enim membrorum oTitur, crescit et perfecit in Ecclesia et 
sub influxu Ecclesiae ". The faithful should live a holy life so that those 
outside the Church " videant opera ipsorum bona et gloriflcent non solum 
Patrem in caelis, sed et sanctam matrem Ecclesiam in terris quae exemplar 
et causa ipsorum sanctitatis" Act. Syn. II, 3, 380. 

52 Card. Dopfner with 79 Fathers (Germans & Scandinavians) appended 
a lengthy addendum to the previous Chap. IV, n. 28; notice the connection 
made between holiness of the Church and of members ('idea ') : " Ecclesia .. . 
ut Sponsa Christi ... indefectibiliter est sancta. Sponsus enim eius .. . 
indesinenter communicat cum ipsa sanctitatem suam, quae ... apparere 
debet, ut luceat omnibus. Idea numquam in illa deesse possunt, qui 
vitae sanctitate et virtutum perfectione mysterium sanctiatis eius esti­
ficentur .. . "Ac. Syn. II, 3, 606, ad n. 28. 

53 Card. F. Cento, Act. Syn. II, 3, 637. 
54 Mgr. J. Russell, speaking for other Fathers, recommended inclusion to 

be made of the Church's holiness before explaining the universal call to holi­
ness: Act. f:fyn. II, 3, 654. 



THE HOLINESS OF THE CHURCH IN LUMEN GENTIUM 688 

sion on the holiness of the Church shifted from the early part 
of the constitution (on the nature of the Church) to the later 
secton, dealing with the universal call to holiness. 

The call to holiness is an imperative one, and this must needs 
be seen, as the text goes on to explain: " This holiness of the 
Church is constantly shown forth in the fruits of grace which 
the Spirit produces in the faithful and so it must be ".55 The 
next section (n.40) shows how the call to holiness is universal 
and as such obligatory: "Be perfect as my heavenly Father is 
perfect" are Our Lord's words.56 The faithful" must therefore 
hold on to and perfect in their lives that sanctification which 
they have received from God ",57 to live "as is fitting among 
saints ".58 

So much for the explicit and unequivocal way in which 
Lumen Gentium proclaims the holiness of the Church. As we 
mentioned at the outset of these pages, the Church whfoh is 
and will always be holy for being Christ's Mystical Body, is 
simultaneously the People of God and the Bride of Christ. We 
now examine the problems these images introduce with respect 
to the holiness of the Church. 

a) The People of God 

All those who belong to the Church in terris, the 'pilgrim 
Church' as the Council has wished to call it (Chap. VII), are 

55 "Haec autem Ecclesiae sanctitas ... incessanter manifestatur et mani­
festari debet" LG 39. On the inclusion of these words, the Refatio has it to 
say: "' Haec enim Ecclesiae sanctitas .. et exemplum ': monstrat progressive 
sanctitatem in Ecclesia non esse aliquicl mere ideale, numquam in praxi ob­
tentum, sed aliquid factum, quocl manifestatur et manifestari debet, variis 
quidem modis et formis, et revera per fructus Spiritus Sancti in Ecclesia 
semper habitum est" Aot. Syn. III, 1, 302 (D). 

56 Matth. 5:48 in LG 40a. After enunciating briefly each of the sacraments 
which bring into operation "the sacred nature and organic structure of the 
priestly community" (LG lla), the conciliar text concludes: "strengthened 
by so many and such great means of salvation, all the faithful are called by 
the Lord to that perfection of sanctity by which the Father himself is per­
fect" LG llc. 

57 LG 40a; cf. Col. 3: 12 especially. 
5s Eph. 5 : 3 in LG 40a. 
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sinners, if not in aotu by" not persevering in charity ",59 then 
at least potentially by being capable of sin. Indeed as regards 
the latter, the Council tells us-in Chap. V, on 'The Call to 
Holiness '-that "since we all offend in many ways, we con­
stantly need God's mercy and must pray every day: 'And for­
give us our debts' ..... " 60 The affirmation of the Church be­
ing the 'People of God ' poses the following question: if it is 
true that the Church in this present eschatological era is not 
distinct from the Church of Christ in its spatial and temporal 
totality,61 can it be claimed that the sins, sinfulness and sinning 
of Christians be separable from that Church? To put it an­
other way, if the Church is the People of God, and incorpora­
tion into her is not destroyed by sin 62-such would be the case 
of the invisible 'Church of the saints' of Luther,63 then sure­
ly the Church contains in fact the sins of its members, that is, 
the Church is sinfuL The tares and wheat, after all, are nour­
ished by the same soil, and cared for by the same servants 
until the final age of the world comes.64 Many theologians, 
notably K. Rahner 65 and H. Kung 66 tend to follow this way 
of thinking; also to some extent Y. Congar.67 

59 LG l4b, on the question of incorporation in the Church. 
60 LG 40a. 
61 This may clearly be seen in LG 8 ('spatially') and LG 48 (temporally). 
s2 Cf. LG 14 passim, especially LG 14b. See also MCC, n. 22. 
63 That the Church on earth has no visible head "is confirmed", says 

Luther, "by that article ' I believe in the Holy Spirit, in the holy Christian 
Church, community of saints.' (Note this surprising rendering of the article 
of the Apostles' Creed.) What is believed is not corporeal nor visible; now 
the external Roman Church can be seen by all; hence it cannot be the true 
Church, which is the object of faith and is a community or gathering of the 
saints in faith, and no-one can see who is holy or a believer" WA 6,301. 

s4Matth.13:25-30; 36-43. 
ss K. Rahner, Gereeht und Sunder zugleieh in ' Geist u. Leben' 36 ( 1963), 

and many other works. On the basis of his study of LG 48, Rahner affirms 
that the holiness of the Church now is to be found in Christ ,alone, i.e. the 
holiness of the Church as such is a future event. According to M. Schmaus, 
Katholisahe Do,gnatik IV, (Munich, Max Huber Verl., 1955), p. 635-636, this 
is quite similar to the Protestant position. No-one would deny that the 
perfect holiness of the Church is a future event, but the holiness of the 
pilgrim Church is, according to LG 48c, "real though imperfect". Gher-



THE HOLINESS OF THE CHURCH IN LUMEN GENTIUM 685 

To resolve the anomaly, one may not claim that the image 
of Chmch as the ' People of God ' is only an approximate one. 
Rather it is a partial image, in the sense that it does not de­
scribe for us the entire reality of Christ's Church. Neither is 
it analogous, for Scripture clearly tells us the Church is the 

ardini gives the following resume of Rahner's doctrine: " ... la chiesa 
non e un'astrazione ne un mito, ma il popolo di Dio; non dunque un valore 
in s,e, superstorico e intempomle, ma, una, realta di questo tempo, con 
tutte le opacita e umbratilita delle cose, con tutt& la liberta e il pecc&to 
dell'uomo. Dio la santifica con la grazia, del Risorto, ma non la salva, dal 
peccato non sottraendola alla liherta dei suoi membri; la purifica, nella 
vittoria del Cristo, ma non la strappa alle condizioni negative dell'essere ... 
Per questo il peccato la, tocca fin nelle sue fibre piu intime, al centro del 
suo 'esserci' ed operare, nelle profondita dell& sua vita; e per questo, ancora, 
la Chiesa non e soltanto una chicsa di peccatori, ma una Chiesa peccatrice" 
La chiesa area dell'aUianza, (Roma, Citta Nuova, 1971), p. 181. To understand 
Rahner's position fully, many things would have to be taken into account: 
his understanding of the supernatural order, 'anonymous Christians' etc. 

es Hans Kung goes even further than Rahner. His observ,ations ring 
strongly both in tone and content of Luther's theologia crucis. " The Church 
composed of human beings is also, through Christ's grace, at the same time 
holy and, for all its holiness, is at the same time sinner. This is the ecclesiolo­
gical simul iustus et peoaator: a communio peccatorum which is really and 
truly a, communio sanctorum" The Churoh, (London, Search Press, 1968) p. 
328. A 'communio peacatorum' (not equivalent to ecalesia malignantium 
( Ps 25: 5)) is almost a contradiction in terms, unless a Manichaean 'world 
view ' is held. For sin is essentially divisive and destructive if we may even 
speak of sin 'essentially'. Card. J ournet would say: "Ceux qui tiennent 
qui l':Eglise est maculee recourent ici volontiers a un mode de penser platoni­
cien. Ils distinguent d'une part le ' christianisme ideal', et d'autre parte le 
'christianisme historique' . . . car le gr.ace divine, qui vient soulever les 
hommes et les tourner vers le ciel, s'amalgame, en tombant dans les temps, 
a beaucoup de peches. Voila, dit-on l'Eglise 'historique '. Elle est un 
conglomerat" IJJ!Jglise du Verbe Incariie, II, (Paris, Desclee, 1951), p. 916. 
Cougar reprimands Kung precisely for his "vision ' substantialiste ', quasi 
platonisante, de l'Eglise" L'Eglise, Une, Sainte, Catholique et Apostolique, 
'Mysterium Salutis' n. 15, (Cerf, Paris, 1970), p. 136. Kung's own position 
is understandable given how he sees the Church's founding, which seems to 
undo the realty of the Pauline 'Body of Christ': 'my Church' (Matth. 16: 18) 
whom 'Saul persecutes' (Acts 9: 5). Kung as is known accepts Loisy's 
dictum: 'Christ preached the kingdom, and the Church appeared'. He says 
that the Church's "holiness is not a, permanent possession which might be 
guaranteed by external means like Baptism and the Lord's Supper" p. 329. 
In an inaccurate fashion, he speaks of how in patristic times, the Church had 
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People of God.68 Existentially at least, the Church in terris is 
made up in fact of people in their present state, many of whom 
are truly sinners. Moreover, in some respect, everyone on 
earth belongs to the Church.69 What we must avoid though 
is that the People of God be seen as the only way of expressing 
the Ohurch's nature.70 

The fact that sinners belong to the Church is graphically ex­
pressed in the similar terms on two occasions in the Constitu­
tion: when speaking about the unity in the Church of the 
visible and invisible elements (LG 8) and-in Chap. II on the 
People of God (LG 14)-when dealing with the question of 
incorporation into the Church: 

often been called casta meretrillJ. In fact, as we have shown elsewhere, it is 
very clear that the early Christians defined the Church for her holiness more 
than by any other mark. Kiing's view of the dialectic na,ture of progress in 
dogma, is the next easy stage, and is all too apparent: " The Church must 
constantly be turning away from its past again •.. the pilgrim Church 
must bear its past, as something indeed past, carrying it out of the present 
into the future, until finally God's new mercy will cause its past to disap­
pear for ever and its future will become its eternal and imperishable present" 
p. 329. 

67 He says for example: "Ces pecheurs que nous sommes a,ppa,rtiennent 
tout entiers a l'.Eglise, mais avec une vie chretienne ou une saint ete tres 
imparfaite. Leurs peches commes tels tombent en dehors de l'Eglise, et ils y 
sont en Ieur qualite de pecheurs, relies par la, foi a l'institution de grace, 
offerts a 1a penitence et a Ia sanctification" p. 137. 

68 Cf. I Pet. 2:9-10; Rev. 5:9-10. LG chap. II, passim. 
69 Cf. LG 15 & 16. See St. Thomas' very clear and expressive text regard­

ing incorporation into the Mystical Body of Christ: S. Th. III, q.8, a.3, c: 
only the condemned do not form any part of the Church: "qui tamen ex hoc 
saeculo recedentes, totaliter desinunt esse membri Christi, quia iam nee sunt 
in potentia ut Christo uniantur ". The Constitution refers explicitly to the 
ad 1 of this a,rticle: LG 16. 

10 In Protesta,nt ecclesiology, 'church ' is generally understood as simply 
meaning no more tha,n a congregation or a,ssembly (Gk: ekklesia), that is, a 
co=unity of persons. On this, cf. for example Emil Brunner Das Missver­
standnis der Kirche, Zurich, 1921. This tendency may also be seen in the al­
most exclusive ' co=union of saints' understanding of communio sanctorwm 
among Protestants, than its possibly more original meaning: 'communion 
of holy things'; see H. B. Swete, The Holy Catholic Church: the Com­
munion of Saints: A study in the Apostles' Greed, (London, Macmillan, 1919). 
p. 160-169. Also Cerfaux' observations on the Church as a 'social body' 
and the Body of Christ in note 45 above. 



THE HOLINESS OF THE CHURCH IN LUMEN GENTIUM 687 

"Christ, 'holy, innocent and undefiled' (Heb. 7:fl6) knew noth­
ing of sin (II Cor. 5: fll), but came only to expiate (repropitiare) 
the sins of the people (cf. Heb. fl: 17). The Church, however, clasp­
ing sinners to her bosom, at once holy and always in need of 
purification, follows constantly the path of penance and renewal";71 

" Even though incorporated into the Church, one who does not 
however persevere in charity is not saved. He remains indeed 
in the bosom of Church, but 'in body' not 'in heart' ".12 

So, both the Church and sinners seem to be placed in a simi­
lar situation: the Church, 
sancta simul et semper purifioanda, 
poenitentiam et renovationem oontinuo prosequens; 

the sinner, 
in Eoclesia' oorpore' quidem, sed non' corde' remanet, follow­
ing the teaching of St. Augustine.73 

The latter text does not seem to prejudice the Church's holi­
ness, for if sinners are 'contained ' as ' dead ' members of the 
' body ', hut not the ' heart ' of the Church, it is difficult to at­
tribute to the Church their very deadness. Let us look though 
at the other text. It tends to be used by authors who favour 

71 LG Sc. Note here how the Constitution, as if to emphasise the point, 
contrasts this holiness of the Church on earth with the holiness of her 
Founder. See our note 36 above on the holiness of Christ. Below we com­
pare this contrast as found in LG Sc and LG 3S: 

LG Sc LG 39 
Dum vero Christus, 
' sanctus, innocens, 

impollutus' (Heb. 7 :26), 
peccatum non novit, 
sed sola delicta populi 

repropitiare venit, 
Ecclesia 
in proprio sinu peccatores 

complectens, 
sancta simul et semper 

purificianda, 
poenitentiam et renovationem 

continuo prosequitur. 
12 LG 14b. 

Christus enim, Dei Filius, 
qui cum Patre et Spiritu 

' solus sanctus ' celebratur, 

Ecclesiam 
tamquam sponsam suam dilexit, 
Seipsum tradens pro ea, 

ut illam sanctificaret, 
eamque Sibi ut corpus suum coniunxit 
atque Spiritus Sancti dono cumulavit 

ad gloriam Dei. 

1a LG chap. II, note 12: Bapt. G. Donat. V, 2S, 39: PL 43, 197; ib., III, 
19, 26: col. 152; V, lS, 24; col. 1S9; In Io. tract., 61, 2: PL 35, lSOO. 
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speaking of the Church as sinfol.74 What can it mean that the 
Church must be continually purifying herself, that she must 
do penance? Christ never followed that path.75 Is it possible 
for the Church, his Mystical Body-so closely united with him, 
especiaily by means of the Holy Eucharist 76-to do penance? 
How can holiness and purification be placed together? Could 
the Church be simul iusta et peccator as Luther might have 
said? 77 In particular, what does the Council wish to say when 
it reminds the Church 'to follow the way of penance'? Leav­
ing the precise solution of these pl'oblems for later, let us look 
now at the image of the Church as the ' Bride of Christ '. For 
if the image of the Mystical Body Christ gives us an 'essen­
tialist' view of the Church, the People of God an ' existential­
ist ' or ' historicist ' 78 one, then perhaps the image of the ' Bride 

74 For example: H. Kung, p. 329. 
75 Christ's sinlessness is absolute: morally because of the fullness of grace 

and gifts of the Holy Spirit, physically because of the beatific vision, and 
metaphysically because of the hypostatic union. Hence he cannot do penance 
as such: S. Th. III, q.87, a.4, ad 4. St. Thomas however does enquire into the 
purpose of Our Lord's atonement when, while studying the Passion, he says: 
"Videtur, quod passio Christi non causaverit nostram salutem per modum 
satisfactionis: eiusdem enim videtur esse satisfacere cuius est peccare ... " 
S. Th. III, q.48, a.2, la. " ... ca put et membra ", he replies, "sunt quasi 
una persona mystica: et ideo satisfactio Christi ad omnes fideles pertinet, 
sicut ad sua memhra" ibid., ,ad l. We feel both the dilemma and solution may 
be applied in a similar fashion to the Church. 

76 Cf. LG 7b; lla: "strengthened by the body of Christ in the eucharistic 
communion, (the faithful) manifest in a concrete way that unity of the 
People of God which this holy sacrament aptly signifies and admirably 
realizes". See also our note 44 above. 

11 May we point out that even though the Doctor of Wittenberg did term 
the Church the ' invisib.Je assembly of the saints', he regarded such 'saints' 
as being simul iustus et peocator, the latter in the sense of having grave or 
mortal sin (cf. Schmaus, p. 635). On the use of this expression as regards 
the Church, see n. 66 (on Kung). 

78 "People of God, 'messianic people', the name emphasises the 'historical 
dimension ' of the Church and turns our attention towards the greatness of 
the preparations of the past as well as towards the glory of the future" 
Maritain, J., Le Paysan de la Garonne, (Paris, Desclee de Brouwer, 1966) : 
The Peasant of the Garonne, (London, Geoffrey-Chapman, 1968); translation 
by M. Cuddihy and E. Hughes, p. 190. It was in no small degree due to the 
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of Christ ' would give us a more unitary or ' personalist ' view 
of the Church in herself, as distinct from the Church in her 
relations (with Christ, with members) which will help us to 
link up the other two. 

b) The Bride of Christ 

Predictably, it is Jacques Maritain who gives us such a 
'personalist' picture of the Chmch.79 Christ and the Church 
may be constrasted as regards sanctity 80 in so far as the Per­
son of Christ is not the ' person ' of the Church. " The Church 
has her own personality", Maritain tells us, "that created per­
sonality . . . which is not the uncreated personality of Christ. 
It is this created personality, distinct from the personality of 
Christ, that we stress when we say that the Church is the 
Bride of Christ ".81 In the first draft of the Constitution, the 
term ' person ' was in fact applied to the Church, in the con­
text .of the description of the Mystical Body of Christ,82 but 
was later considered inopportune.83 

This 'link-image ' between the horizonta1ism of the 'People 
of God ' and the verticalism of the ' Body of Christ ' is beauti­
fully described in Lumen Gentium: the text (following) clearly 

insistence of the German-Austrian Episcopal Conference that the image of 
the Church as the People of God was introduced into the Constitution. They 
had complained of the first draft because the Church had been described as 
a "realitatem semel pro semper aedificatam et perfectam. Nihil dicitur de 
Ecclesia ut realitate historica" Act. Syn. I, 4, 603. 

79 Cf. The Peasant of the Garonne, p. 175-6. He quotes Hermas, St. 
Irenaeus and St. Thomas to support his doctrine. Aquinas has it to say: 
"oratio Dominica profertur ex persona communi totius Ecclesiae" S. Th. !I­
II, q.83, a.16, ad 3. He is referring here to the prayer of sinners. See also 
S. Th. III, q.48, a.2, ad 1, cit in note 75, and also: H. Clerissac, Le Mystere 
de l'Eglise, 5th ed., (Paris, Cerf, 1918), p. 43. 

s-0 Cf. LG Sc and LG 39 compared in n. 71 above. 
s1 The Peasant of the Garonne, p. 182. 
s2" Sicut autem Christus Caput set Corporis, ita et Spiritus Sanctus eius 

est Anima . . . Quam ob rem Ecclesia una persona, mystice sane, in Christo 
Jesu esse dicitur .. . "Act. Syn. I, 4, 14 (n. 5). 

83 One Father suggested the use of oommunio personarum instead of per­
sona (Mgr. J. Vairo: ibid., p. 252), which was not included. 
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indicates the tensions between the perfect holiness of Christ's 
humanity, and the unconsummated holiness of the Church, a 
created ' person ' other than Him: 

" The Church ... is described as the spotless bride of the spotless 
lamb ... It is she whom Christ ' loved and for whom he delivered 
himself up that he might sanctify her' (Eph. 5: 26) . 
It is she whom he unites to himself by an unbreakable alliance, 
and whom he constantly' nourishes and cherishes' (Eph. 5:29). 
It is she whom, once purified, he willed to be joined to himself, sub­
ject in love and fidelity (cf. Eph. 5: 24), and whom, finally, he 
filled with heavenly gifts for all eternity, in order that we may 
know the love of God and of Christ for us, a love which surpasses 
all understanding (cf. Eph. 3: 19). While on earth she journeys 
in a foreign land away from the Lord (cf. II Cor. 5: 6), the Church 
sees herself as an exile. She seeks and is concerned about those 
things which are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand 
of God, where the life of the Church is hidden with Christ in God 
until she appears in glory with her Spouse (cf. Col. 3:1-4)".84 

The paradox of the Church at once holy and in tension 
towards a greater holiness is, we LG 8 expresses in 
the formula Ecclesia sarwta simul et semper purificanda. Other 
expressions of a similar kind are found in the constitution,85 

particularly in the first section of Chap. VII on 'The Pilgrim 
Church ' (LG 48) . This chapter starts with the following 
statement: 

"The Church, to which we are all called in Christ Jesus, and in 
which by the grace of God we acquire holiness, will receive its per­
fection only in the glory of heaven, when will come the renewal of 
all things (Acts 3:21)";86 

"Already the final age of the world is with us (cf. I Cor. 10: 11) 
and the renewal of the world is irrevocably under way; it is even 

84 LG 6e. 
85 For example: "While she slowly grows to maturity, the Church longs 

for the completed kingdom and, with all her strength, hopes ancl clesires to 
be united in glory with her king" LG 5c; "those who are in glory ... being 
more closely united to Christ ... fix the Church more firmly in holiness ... " 
LG 49a. 

so LG 48a. 
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now anticipated in a certain real way, for the Church on earth is 
endowed already with a sanctity that is real though imperfect "; 87 

" ... the pilgrim Church, in her sacraments and institutions, which 
belong to this present age, carries the mark of this world which 
will pass, and she herself takes her place among the creatures 
which groan and travail yet and await the revelation of the sons 
of God (cf. Rom. 8: 19-22) ".ss 

The reader will have noticed that the text of Ephesians 
speaking of the Church as Christ's Bride,89 is often applied to 
the Church on earth throughout Lumen Gentium.90 We think 
it is of particular interest to note that v.<?27 (sine macnla et 
rnga), undoubtedly applicaJble to the Chmch in glory, but hav­
ing a 'mixed ' interpretation among the Fathers as regards ap­
plication to the Church on earth,91 is not explicitly applied to 

s1 LG 48c. 
BS [bid., One F'ather wiRhed to refain only "Ecclesia peregrinans in suis 

sacramentis et institutionibus ad hoc aevum pertinet ", for Romans does not 
speak de oreaturis but of all creation, and so should not be said of the Church. 
The Relatio defended the use of the text, because the Pauline term crel],tio 
(Gk: ktisis) does not mean creating action, but rather that which is created. 

89Eph. 5:25-29: "You who are husbands must show love to your wives, as 
Christ showed love to the Church when he gave himself up on its behalf. He 
sanctified it, purified it by bathing it in the water to which his word gave 
life; he would summon it into his own presence, the church in all its beauty, 
no stain, no wrinkle, no such disfigurement; it was to be holy, it was to be 
spotless. And that is how husband ought to love wife, as if she were his own 
body; in loving his wife, a man is but loving himself". 

90 LG 6e; 7h; 39; 65. 
91 The question is as follows: do the words of St. Paul on the Church 'no 

stain, no wrinkle, no such disfigurement' (Eph. 5:27) apply to the Church 
in heaven only, or also to the Church on earth? St. John Chrysostom 
clearly applies these words to the Church on earth: Ad Eph., horn. 20, V, 2: 
PG 62, 137; Laus Maximi et quales duoendae sint uxores: PG 51, 228. St . 
.Ambrose in a comparison of the Church with N a"aman the Syrian cured 
of his leprosy, says of her: "immaculata virgo coepit esse sine ruga" Exp. 
Ev. Luc. IV, 50: PL 15, 1627. Even though he does speak of the Church's 
wound-which he pleads the Lord to heal (De Poen. I, 31: PL 16,476)-, he 
affirms that non in se ... sed in nobis vulneratur Eoolesia (De Virgfoitate 
VIII, 48: PL 16, 278). 

From the time of the Pelagian controversy, however, the most common ap­
plication of Eph. 5:27 to the Church is to her consummated state. Even 
though St. .Augustine in his early writings refers it to the Church in 
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the latter by the conciliar text, but rather to the Church in 
Beatissima Maria,92 who is the Church's 'icone eschatoiogi­
que '.9s 

These texts speak unequivocally of the sanctity of the 
Church as being imperfect. But how is this to be understood? 
Certainly the holiness of the Church differs from that of Christ 
'fountain of all holiness ',94 though she constantly strives to 
imitate "her poor and suffering founder ".95 But is it perhaps 
the same kind of imperfect sanctity that is found in members 
of the faithful "who still strive to conquer sin and increase in 

this present life ( J ournet, p. 1117), he restricts this inte,rpretation later on, 
and commenting on ,the words of the Our Father, says: "Since the entire 
Church here below says 'Forgive us our trespasses', she is not 'without 
stain or wrinkle'. The present gift prepares her for a glory and perfection 
unknown down here" Retraationes I, 7. Cf. also: ibid., II, 18. St. Thomas 
Aquinas in his commentary on E,phesians admits the possibility of both 
interpretations, rehabilitating the earlier one. In the Summa though, written 
some ten years later, he accords with Augustine's second view: " esse 
Ecclesiam gloriosam, non habentem maculam neque rugam, est ultimus finis, 
ad quern perducimm: per passionem Christi; unde hoc erit in statu patriae, 
non autem in statu viae, in quo 'si dixerimus quia peccatum non habemus, 
nosmetipsos seducimus' ... " S. Th. III, q.8, a.3, ad 2. 

92 LG 65: "But while in the most Blessed Virgin the Church has already 
reached that perfection whereby she exists without spot or winkle (cf. Eph. 
5 :27), the faithful still strive to conquer sin and increase in holiness". At 
an early stage in the Council proceedings, Card. Silva-Henriquez with some 
50 Latin-American Fathers wished Our Lady to be presented as "pereminens 
totius Ecclesiae sanctitatis exemplar et Mater divinae gratiae" Act Syn. II, 
3, 371. The phrase of LG 65 was in the document from the start. 

Card. Journet makes an interesting comparison between Our Lady and 
the Church as regards exemption from sin. "La 'limite' vers laquelle 
l':Eglise tend, a l'interieur de chacun de nous, est atteinte dans la Vierge. 
D'aucune personne, d'aucune sainte, il n'est vrai de dire qu'eile est aussi 
pure que la collectivite de l'Eglise. Mais de la Vierge, cela est vrai" 
p. 396. " La seconde Eve, dans sa r,ealisation 'personnelle' c'est Marie. Dans 
sa realisation 'collective' c'est la reste de l'Eglise, en qui Saint Paul voit 
une vierge pure, qu'il vent fiancer au Christ: mais elle est, elle aussi, tentee 
par le Serpent ... " p. 397. 

n BOUYER, L., La oulte de la JJfere de Dieu, Chevetogne, 1950, p. 33; Le 
Trone de la Sagesse, Paris 1957, p. 188. 

94 See n. 36 above. 
95 LG Sc. 
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holiness ",96 in other words, a real holiness,97 though tainted by 
sin? To put it another way, .and this is the central question, 
must the Church's holiness be ' sinful ' in this ' eschatological 
era ' in order that it be ' imperfect '? We think the conciliar 
text does not permit us to speak of the Church as being sin­
ful, and adduce the following reasons. 

a) the text already seen from LG Sc runs: 

Ecclesia:-in proprio sinu peccatores cornplectens, 
-sancta simul et semper purificanda, 
-poenitentiam et renovationem continuo prosequitur. 

Earlier, we referred briefly to the dilemma these words ex­
press. The second scheme, a complete redraft of the first for 
reasons we mentioned above, spoke (in its n.7 corresponding 
to LG 8) of the Church as " sanctos et peccatores in se oom­
plectens ",98 In the next scheme, the ambiguity of this phrase, 
which surprised some Fathers 99 by seeming to give equal status 
to the holy and sinner in the Church, was removed and St. 
Augustine's notion was inserted: Ecclesia in proprio sinu pecca­
tores compleotens.100 In this situation, sinners .are neither 
found: 

--on the same level as the sancti; 
-in Ecclesia, but rather in sinu Ecclesiae. 

The question did not end there. On the new draft (contain­
ing sanctos et peooatores in se complectens), the Dutch Epis­
copal Conference declared that not enough had been said of 
Church as a sinner, and it should be for ecumenical reasons.101 

96 LG 65. 
01 " The followers of Christ, called by God not in virtue of their works but 

by his design and grace, and justified in the Lord Jesus, have been made sons 
of God in the baptism of faith and partakers of the divine nature, and so are 
truly sanctified " LG 40a. 

98 Aot. Syn. II, I, 220. 
99 For example Mgr Poncet; cf. n. 28. 
100 Cf. Aot. Syn. III, I, 168. 
101 "Pauca dicta de peccato in Ecclesia quaestionem hanc non satis ada­

equate solvunt. Ex dictis Patrum multa afferri possent quae modo humiliori 
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In fact the final text (cited above) dates to the scheme follow:. 
ing their intervention. But to get the proper meaning of these 
expressions, the reasons the Relatio gives for any changes must 
be observed, for the Fathers gave their placet each time not 
only according the proposed conciliar text but also to the ex­
planations given in the Relatio, which in this case are three. 
In the first place, " the difference between Christ and the 
Church is a;dded, as regards sin ".102 In the second place, " the 
indication of the Church as ' at once holy and always in need 
purification' was postulated by some .... 103 It is inspired", the 
text continues, " by the Allocution of Pope Paul VI ... : ' ... by 
that perennial reforming, of which the Church herself as a 
human and earth-bound institution, has .a perpetual need'". 
Thirdly and finally, "the term 'purification' is applied to the 
Church on several occasions in the Roman Missal. ... " 104 

Even though the actual phrase Ecclesia sancta simul et 
semper purificanda is due to the intervention of the German 
and Scandinavian hishops,1°5 nevertheless, the way this text 
should be interpreted is given according to the elements of 
the Relatio, principally-in our view-that which ' it is in­
spired' (Paul VI's discourse on reform in the Church). This 

de Ecclesia peccatrice loquuntur. Haec questio sub respectu oecumenico est 
maximi momenti. Aspectus experimentalis ipsius verae sanctaeque Ecclesiae 
siletur in hoc capite" Act. Syn. II, 1 592. 

102 Act. Syn. III, 1, 178. Above we saw compared their respective holiness: 
notes 36, 71. 

1-0Sibid., " ..• Animadv. p. 46; Emendatio E/512 cum 44 Episcopis; 500; 
1085". 

104 Examples given: 1st .Sunday in Lent: "Deus qui Ecclesiam annua 
quadragesimale observatione purificas: praesta familiae tuae: ut quod a te 
obtinere abstinendo nititur, hoc bonis operibus exsequatur "; 15th Sunday 
after Pentecost: "Ecclesiam tuam, Domine, miseratio continuata mundet et 
muniat: et quia sine te non potest sa1va consistere: tuo semper munere 
gubernetur ". Both formulae go back at least the eighth century: Dom P. 
Bruylants, Les Oraisons du Missel Romain, (Louvain, centre de Docu­
mentation et d'Information Liturgique, 1952), 2 vol. The second prayer is 
found in the present liturgy: Mon 3rd wk, Lent. Cf. also the following 
prayers used in Lent: Tues. 2nd wk, Fri. 5th wk. 

105 The German/Scandinavian suggested text (Act. Syn. II, 1, 294) is as 
follows: "Ecclesia sancta simul et semper purificanda, iustos et peccatores ". 
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was given to the Roman Curia-it was the first main meeting 
the holy Father had with the Curia since his election-and 
many others involved in the Council;106 it took place on �~�1�s�t� 

Sept. 1963.107 The Roman Pontiff is clearly referring to the re­
formation of the Church in its laws and juidical structures.108 

Indeed the very style of Paul VI's posterior reforms confirms 
that there was no question the Pontiff's mind of any ad­
mission of sin on the Church's part. The wideranging reforms 
of the Roman Curia undertaken shortly after the Council are a 
case in poin L109 

No specific mention is made in the Relatio of why the phrase 
poenitentiam et renovatione1n continua prosequens was in­
cluded, so we may assume that it is just a continuation of the 
previous part, and has a sense not exceeding it. Besides, the 
text does not claim that the Church as such does penance, but 
:rather that "it follows the way of penance". No, the penance 
is done for those sinners who, though in p1·oprio sinu, hurt the 
Church,110 so that they may he pardoned their offence and" re­
conciled with the Church have wounded by their sins ... 
(she) by charity, by example and by prayer labours for their 

1oe Alloo. "Digita e responsabilita della Curia romana" Insegnamenti di 
Paolo VI l (1963) 142-151. 

107 The Relatio says 22 Sept. 1963, but this seems to be incorrect. 
10s The following words preceed the text quoted of the Relatio: " Si potra 

intanto oggi osservare che il proposito di ammodernamento nelle strutture 
giuridiche e di approfondimento nella coscienza spirituale non solo non trova, 
resistenza per quanto riguarda il centro della Chiesa, la Curia Romana, una 
trova la Curia stessa all'avanguardia di quella perenne riforma, di cui la 
chiesa stessa, in quanto istituzione umana e terrena, ha perpetuo bisogno" 
Insegnamenti, p. 147. 

109 On the holiness of the Church in Paul VI's magisterium, cf, the follow­
ing: Udienza Generale, Wed. 20 Oct. 1971, Insegnamenti .. ., 9(1971) 918-
922; Udienza Generale: "La Chiesa ha bisogno di santi ", Sat. 4 Nov. 1972, 
Insegnamenti. _., 10(1972) 1120 ff; and especially: Udienza Generale: "La 
Santita della Chiesa'', Wed. 17 Aug. 1977, Insegnamenti .. . , 15(1977), 766-
767. It is interesting to observe that the Roman Pontiff made no mention 
of ' reform' etc. in these audiences thus indicating that the holiness and re­
form of the Church are distinct issues. Cf. n. 123 below and correspond­
ing text. 

110 Cf. LG llb. 
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conversion ".111 We could translate the above passage from LG 
8 freely in the following way: ' The Church, since she contains 
sinners and wishes to win them hack, does the penance for them 
they are unable to do'. 

This fits well with the other in Ecclesiae sinu: sinners are in 
Chul'ch 'in body', but not 'in heart ',112 as dead members, un­
able to help themselves, as it were. The Church seeks them on 
account of their plight (their deficiency), not for their sin 
(orientation of the will) ,113 like her Master who "came to call 
sinners, not the just ",114 who condemns the sin but not the 
repentant sinner.115 Pius XII quotes St. Augustine as saying: 
" It is better to be healed within the organization of the 
Church than to be cut off from the body as an incurable mem­
ber . . . So long as a member still adheres to the body its 
cure is not beyond all hope; but if it has been cut off, it can­
not be cured or made whole ".116 And Card. Journet shows 
that sinners are linked with the Church by the very (at least 
potential) holiness they do possess.117 

111 lb. 
n2 LG 14b. 
113 Card. Journet affirms indeed that " l'Eglise comme personne prend 

Ia responsabilite de la penitence. Elle ne prend pas la responsabilite du peche. 
Si elle ressemble alors a Ia pechernsse de l':Evangile, ce n'est qu'au moment 
ou celle-ci repond son parfum sur les pieds de J·esus ", p. 907-8. The 
Church's humility in imitating her Head and Spouse has no need to bring 
her to recognise her members' sins as hers: " Quand l'humilite met en peril 
la magnanimite, c'est qu'elle .a cess'e d'etre une vertu" p. 908. 

114Matth. 9:13; Mk 2:17, Lk. 5:32. 
115 John 8 :3-11. 
116 MCC, n. 23. 
117 Card. Journet: " ... les pecheurs appartiennent a l'Eglise., non point 

par leur peche, mais par les valeurs de saintete qu'ils portent en eux et qui 
les lient .a l'Eglise" ibid., 905. "Les chretiens imparfaits ... agissent selon 
l'ordre de la charite, en tant que membres de l':Eglise, in persona Eoclesiae; 
tantot ils agissent selon le desordre du peche, en tant que pecheurs, in per­
sona propria peooatoris" ibid., n. l. His doctrine is well expressed in: "Au 
lieu de dire, comme on l'a fait: 'Saintete et peche dans l':Eglise ',nous dirons: 
'Saintete et pecheurs dans l':Eglise' ", ibid., p. 903, n. 4. Cf. also Journet's 
article: Remarques sur la saintete de l'J!Jglise militant in Nova et Vet era 
9(1934), p. 309. 
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b) Besides LG 8, the other texts speaking of the imperfec­
tion of the Church's sanctity are found a;s we saw in LG 48 
(Chap. VII: 'The Pilgrim Church'). Again we feel there is 
no need to speak of this implying any sinfulness in the Church. 
One Father objected that the 'imperfection' of the Church's 
sanctity to which LG 48 explicitly refers 118 should be attrib­
uted to the faithful, not the Church. The Relatio explained 
that the words would be maintained because they follow " the 
way of speaking in earlier chapters ".119 Hence, we may pre­
sume that this text-and others in LG 48 referring to the non­
consummation of the Church's holiness 120-are to be under­
stood in the light of LG 8 which we have already seen, and 
which definitely does not refer to any sinfulness in the 
Church.121 Indeed, an earlier draft of the decree on Ecumen­
ism Unitatis Redintegratio, 3 contained. the phrase "During 
its pilgrimage on earth, this People, liable to sin, is growing in 
Christ ... " and. was modified to " ... this People, though still 
in its members, liable to sin, is growing in Christ " at the ex­
press request of Paul VJL122 

Yet another reason why the quality of the imperfect sanctity 
of the Church in terris differs from that of her members is im­
plied in LG 48. At the very start we read that " The Church: 

-to which we are called in Christ Jesus; 
-in which we acquire holiness by God's grace ... will receive its 
perfection only in the glory of heaven". 

We are called to the Church; we acquire holiness in it. In a 
similar fashion, the texts tell us later on that Christ works inces­
santly "in the world in order to lead men to the Church, and 
through it, join them more closely ito himself ".123 The Church 

11s See n. 87 above. 
119 Aat. Syn. III, 8, 141 ( n. 18). 
120 See notes 86-88 above. 
121 Indeed a very similar tone may be observed in the words of Paul VI 

on the question of reform in the Church (notes 106 & ff), and the following 
text of LG 48c: "the pilgrim Church in its sacraments and institutions, which 
belong to the present age, carries the mark of this world which will pass .... " 

122 According to Abbot-Gallagher, The Documents of Vatican II, p. 346, 
n. 19. 

123 LG 48b. 
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here is seen as 'a means of communicating divine life, and cer­
tainly not as a ' congregation of sinners ', abominable to the 
Lord.124 iShe is more to be understood as" a sacrament, or sign 
and instrument of communion with God ,and unity among 
men ".1:25 

c) Furthermore the very image of 'People of God' as ex­
plained in the Constitution is closely linked with the Church's 
holiness, often in an explicit way.126 The Church, continuation 
of the Israelite race, " made holy unto himself " 127 through 
gradual instruction by God, is the 'new People of God ', " one, 
not according to the flesh, hut in the Spirit . . ., established as 
' a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation . . . who in 
times past were not a people but now are the People of God ' 
(I �P�e�t�.�~�:� 10) ".128 

The contrast between the ' old ' and the ' new ' People of 
God is clearly marked,129 and the superiority of the latter plain 
for all to see. The text goes on to say that this People " has 
as its head Christ ".130 Moreover, "the state of this people is 
that of the dignity and freedom of the sons of God ";181 it is 

124 Cf. Ps 25: 5: " Odivi ecclesiam malignantium et cum impiis non sedebo ". 
'Hate' is attributed to God more than once in the Old Testament: Wis. 
14:9; Ps. 5:7, Sir. 12:3. 

125 LG 1; LG 48b speaks of the "universal sacrament of salvation". 
us LG 9a; 10; 12a; 12b. LG 12a starts as follows: "The holy People of 

God shares also in Christ's prophetic office. . . ." This is in obvious con­
tinuity with LG 9-11 speaking of the People which "has as its head Christ" 
(LG 9), and where " the Holy Spirit dwells as in a temple" (LG 9b) ; a 
priestly people "presenting themselves as a sacrifice, living, holy and pleas­
ing to God" (LG 10), by means of the sacraments (LG 11). 

12rLG 9a. 
i2s Ibid. 
129 The election and instruction of the Israelite race "happened as a prepa­

ration and figure of that new and perfect covenant which was to be ratified 
in Christ ... " LG 9a. Christ "called a race made up of Jews and Gentiles 
which would be one, not according to the flesh, but in the Spirit, and this 
race would be the new People of God" ibid. Cf. also LG 9 passim; LG 13a 
on the catholicity of Christ's Church. 

130 LG 9b. Here the conciliar text shows how the images ' People of God ' 
and 'Body of Christ' need not be opposed. Card. Ratzinger has it to say 
that the Church is 'the People of God which has its consistence ( beste­
hende) as the Body of Christ '. 

131 LG 9b. 
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" a most sure seed of unity, hope and salvation for the whole 
human race ... a communion of life, love and truth ... light 
of the world, salt of the earth .... " 132 In no way should the 
peoples of the Old and New Testaments be contrasted dialec­
tically; if they were, the infidelity of Israel as a Bride 133 might 
easily be attributed to the Church, but Lumen Gentiwm avoids 
this explicitly.134 In terms reminding one of what we previously 
termed ' imperfect holiness ' of the Bride of Christ, LG 9 ends 
by saying: "Advancing through trials and tribulations, the 
Church is strengthened by God's grace, promised to her by the 
Lord so that she may not waver from perfect :fidelity, but re­
main the worthy bride of the Lord, until, through the cross, 
she may attain to that light which knows no setting". 

d) Perhaps the fundamental issue invcolved here, such as 
would require a lengthier study not contemplated in Lumen 
Gentium nor possible in these pages, is that of the nature of 
sin. ' Communal ' or ' social ' sin, understood as belonging to 
some collectivity, would undo the entire reality of sin as a 
stable orientation of a human will turned away from God. This 
is especially so in the Church, linked vitally ais she is, through 
the sacraments working ex opere operato,185 with the sacred 
and sanctifying humanity of Jesus Christ, our Lord and 
Saviour. A ' sinful Church' would indicate that the People of 
God had some hypostatic character, a personality not of the 
kind seen in these pages,-a personality in flight from Christ, 
the solus Sanotus, an extraneous oommunio peooatorum--,136 

which would end up destroying the individuality and personal­
ity of its members. A sense of responsibility for the Church's 
holiness-such as can only be exercised by individuals-is 
among the principal doctrines the Council hoped to teach by 
presenting the Church as the People of God. 

132 Ibid. 
rna Cf. especially Hos. 1-3; Ez. 16: 23; by contrast with the prophetic words 

of Isaiah 54: 4-8. 
·134 Cf. n. 129 above. 
1so DS 1608; Pius XII, Enc. Mediator Dei ( 1947), DS 3846. 
1ss Cf. Kiing, p. 328. 
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Alternatively, such an understanding of the Church could be 
sadly dualist and even Manichaean. Schmaus opines that the 
thesis of the sinfulness of the Chm:1ch may have derived from 
elements borrowed from tragic German mythology.137 Sin only 
divides and destroys; it turns its perpetrator into a wandering 
aimless Cain. No, the Church is holy and stands only for holi­
ness, like her blessed Founder, so often a ' sign of contradic­
tion '.138 

The key to a precise understanding of the eschatological 
nature of the Church-so necessary in present �t�i�m�e�s�~�i�s�,� we 
believe, to be found in a proper understanding of the Church's 
holiness. The Relatio finalis of the recent extraordinary Synod 
on Vatican II seems to imply this by dealing with these themes 
conjointly (the Church's holiness and her eschatological ten­
sion) .139 Our early brothers and sisters in the faith made no 
mistake in professing their deep eschatological hope in the ex­
pression: Credo sanctam (esse) Ecclesiam catholicam.140 In­
deed it is remarkable how they confessed the ' holiness ' of 
Christ's Church more consistently than any of the other 
marks 141 by which she is "constituted and distinguished ".142 

The Kingdom of God is indeed present from the moment God's 
own Wo11d became man 143 and is ever more so through his 
sanctifying words and actions p:wpagated throughout the cen­
turies by the ministry of the word and the sacraments,1H until 
-through the same Word-God becomes omnia in omnibus.145 

131 Schma.us, Ifotholische Dogmatik IV, p. 63'7. 
138 Cf. Lk. 2: 34. 
139 Section II, A, 3 on' The Mystery of the Church'. 
140' I believe the ca.tholic Church is holy'. This rendering of the Apostles' 

Creed corresponds exactly with the version given in the Bangor Antiphonary 
(DS 29) which includes the' esse'. 

141 An examination of creeds presented in DS 1-63 shows the remarkable 
and singular consistency in the application of this mark to the Church. 

142 Letter of the Holy Office to the Bishops of England, 1864: DS 2888. 
143 "Ante omnia tamen Regnum manifestatur in ipsa persona Christi" LG 

5a. 
144 LG 5 passim. 
145 I Cor. 15.28. 
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Lumen Gentium clearly teaches that the imperfection of the 
Church's holiness is due to her.pilgrim state; no sinfulness is 
implied on her part. She is. on a journey and-except in the 
case of the Blessed Virgin Mary, our hope-has not yet reached 
her goal. Nevertheless, neither can she go backwards, nor leave 
the right way, since that ' way ' 146 is full of the same Spirit 
who leads her. 

Universiilad de Navarra 
Pamplona, Spain 

146 Io. 14:6. 

PAUL O'CALLAGHAN 



ARE THERE ECONOMIC RIGHTS? 

I 

1] HE ISSUE OF whether there are any so-called " so­
�i�a�~�-�~�c�o�n�o�~�i�c� �r�~�~�~�t�s�,�"� in addition to the so-called " civil­

pohtical nghts, · is not a new one. In 1948 the General 
Assembly of the United Nations app11oved the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which affirms that both those 
two types of claims are human rights. Since then some philos­
ophers have been debating the issue of whether claims to basic 
social-economic goods are rights at all. American Christians 
and theologians in general have not paid much attention to 
this until only recently, when the U.S. National Conference of 
Catholic Bishops issued ,a pastoral letter on Catholic social 
teaching and the U.S. economy (entitled Economic Justice for 
All) , which gained much attention from the media. In this 
pastoral letter the U.S. Catholic bishops also affirm that every 
human being in every society has economic rights against all 
members of society, all private-sector institutions and govern­
ment.1 

As a Christian philosopher, in this paper I want to probe 
into the issues of whether there are economic rights from a 
Christian and philosophical perspective. This paper is in­
tended to he both critical and constructive-on the one hand 
I shall criticize some positions which I find unconvincing, and 
on the other I shall attempt to articulate my own thought on 
this issue. 

Some clarification of terminology is necessary before I em­
bark on my project. Ever since Wesley Hohfeld's monumental 

1 National Conference of Catholic Bishops, Economic Justice for AU: Pas­
toral Letter on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy (Washing­
ton, D.C.: United States Catholic Conference, 1986), see sections 79-84. 
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work in 1919 (Fundamental Legal Conceptions) it is a gen­
eral practice among philosophers to distinguish claim-rights 
from liberty-rights. Throughout this paper, unless otherwise 
specified, the word "right" is used to designate claim-rights. 
Moreover, I am concerned only with moral rights rather than 
with legal rights, and largely with in rem rights (i.e., rights 
against individuals in ,society or the world at large) rather than 
with in personam rights (i.e., rights against determinate in­
dividuals). Therefore by "a right to x" I mean a morally 
valid or justified claim to x against individuals in society or 
the world at large as my entitlement or my due. Furthermore, 
the term " human right " is used to denote those moral rights 
that a person, simply as a human being, can have. They are 
usually supposed to include both civil-political rights (e.g., 
right to life, liberty, security) ·and social-economic rights (e.g., 
the right to food, clothing, shelter, health care, education, 
work, social security). 

As far as I know, there have been two major philosophical 
moves in criticizing the ideas of social-economic rights. The 
first one is set forth by Maurice Cmnston in the sixties.2 Be­
sides giving a "political objection," he raises a three-fold 
"philosophical objection": social-economic rights do not pos­
sess the characteristics of (i) practicability, (ii) universality, 
and (iii) paramount importance, which he deems are the si,ne 
qua non of human rights. Though his criticisms are rather 
crude, most recent advocates of social-economic rights take 
them seriously and attempt to rebut his views.3 I do not have 

2 Maurice Cranston, "Pope John XXIII on Peace and the Rights of Man," 
Political Quarterly 34 (Oct.-Dec. 1963), 380-90; "Human Rights, Real and 
Supposed," in Politioal Theory and the Rights of Man, ed. D. D. Raphael 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1967), pp. 43-53; "Human Rights: 
A Reply to Professor Raphael," in ibid., pp. 95-100. 

s D. D. Raphael, "Human Rights, Old and New," in ibid., pp. 54-67; David 
Hollenbach, Olaims in Oonftict: Retrieving and Renewing the Oatholic Human 
Rights Tradition (New York: Paulist Press, 1979), pp. 31-33; John Langan, 
"Defining Human Rights: A Revision of the Liberal Tradition," in Human 
Rights in the Americas: The Struggle for Consensus, ed., Alfred Hennelly 
and John Langan (Washington, D. C.: Georgetown University Press, 1982), 
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the time to go into these arguments here. I just want to ,say 
that I find most of these rebuttals quite convincing. Another 
philosophical move rejecting the idea of social-economic rights 
came from Joel Feinberg.4 He articulates with care a limited 
version of the doctrine of correlativity between rights and du­
ties. Acco11ding to this version of the doctrine, all rights en­
tail other people's duties to the right-holders, but not vice 
versa. Feinberg submits that social-economic rights cannot be 
claims aigainst individuals in society or the world at large, in 
virtue of the scarcity of basic social-economic goods. Since 
they are not claims against any �d�e�t�e�~�i�n�a�t�e� individuals 
either, they are not rights against anybody. In other words, 
they do not impose any correlative duties on others. Accord­
ingly, these claims to basic social-economic goods cannot be 
rights, though they are urgent claims. 

The problem of Feinberg's �c�r�i�t�~�c�i�s�m�,� I think, lies in his as­
sumption that the so-called social-economic rights cannot have 
correlative universal duties. Though there is a scarcity of 
basic social-economic goods in most societies and in the world, 
many advocates of social-economic rights are willing to go so 
far as to say that all individuals in society and in the world 
do have the correlative obligation to meet such claims. (For 
examples, the U.S. Catholic bishops assert that "the securing 
of these [economic] rights will make demands on all members 
of society, on all private-sector institutions and on govern­
ment.")5 Being finite agents, we cannot discharge all the duties 

pp. 82-90; Alan Gewirth, Reason and Morality (Chicago: University of Chi­
cago Press, 1978), pp. 316-317; Huma;n, Rights: Essays on Justification and 
.Applications (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), pp. 64-65, 208-
210. 

4 Joel Feinberg, Social Philosophy (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 
1973), pp. 66-67, 84-85; cf. also Stanley I. Benn, "Rights," in Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, vol. 7, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: Macmillan & Free Press, 
1967), p. 198. In a 1978 article ("Rights: Systematic Analysis ") in the 
Encyclopedia of Bioethics Feinberg changed his mind and argued that there 
are social-economic rights. I think his later position is untenable, but do 
not have time to evaluate his argument in this paper. 

5 Bishops, Economic Justice for .All, sec. 83. 
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incumbent on us; and this fact does not reduce some duties to 
optional acts. Likewise, one can argue that the fact that we 
cannot discharge all the duties correlative to social-economic 
rights, due to a short supply of social-economic goods, should 
not render these legitimate claims into something less than 
rights.6 

II 

The failure of these lines of arguments against the existence 
of ·social-economic rights notwithstanding, I do not think that 
there are adequate reasons to believe that there are such rights. 
In this section I shall point out a defect in one significant way 
of grounding social-economic rights. In the next two sections, 
I shall explain why I am inclined to believe that claims to basic 
social-economic goods ave no,t rights. And finally, in the last 
section I shall specify very briefly some conditions that have 
to be satisfied if one wants to give a convincing argument for 
the existence of economic rights. 

Some people think that both civil-political rights and social­
eoonomic rights can he justified by .appealing to the idea of 
human dignity. Most Roman Catholic defenses of human 
rights are done in this way. Jurgen Moltmann, a Reformed 
theologian, has also defended human rights in a similar way. 
Gregory V1astos has provided a philosophical justification of 
human rights along the .same lines, too. Obviously, this way of 
def ending human rights is significant to Christians, because 
the idea of human dignity is dear to most of us. 

Unfortunately, I find these defenses unconvincing. Consider 
the Roman Catholic attempt first. Roman Catholics have 
a long history of defending human rights-both civil-political 
and social-economic-by grounding them in human dignity. 
David Hollenbach, in his CZaims in Confiwt.: Retrieving and 
Renewi,ng the Catholic Human Rights Tradition, has provided 
us an excellent survey of this tradition.7 In their pa;storal let-

6 See Langan, "Defining Human Rights," p. 73. 
7 See chapter 2 of this book. 
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ter on the U.S. economy, the U.S. Catholic bishops also pro­
claim that such rights " are bestowed on human beings by God 
and grounded in the nature and dignity of human persons." 8 

However, these documents did not spell out in any detail how 
human rights can be derived from the idea of human dignity. 
They usually just assert that the foundation of all human 
rights is the dignity of human persons, and assume that the 
readers can see the just:fication intuitively. But I submit that 
no justification has really been offered at all. 

This is because it is not clear to me why the fact that I have 
dignity can entitle me to some basic social-economic goods 
against everybody as something that belongs to me as my 
due, when I am unable to secure them myself. It is one thing 
to say that I have dignity, which refers to myself alone. But 
it is quite another thing to say I can rightly demand that 
others provide me with basic economic goods as something 
they owe me. There is a logical gap between these two propo­
sitions, as the second proposition int:mduces an I-others rela­
tion which is absent in the first plloposition. 

To put my criticism in a different way, if we replace the lan­
guage of rights by the language of duty, the gap will disap­
pear. If others have dignity, and I realize it, the morally rea­
sonable thing for me to do (i.e., my duty) is to preserve and 
promote their dignity. The reasoning is just this simple: (A) 
I realize that John Doe has supreme value or dignity, therefore 
(B) I am obligated to take care of John Doe. The moral re­
lation between me and John Doe in (B) is grounded in the 
relation between me and him in (A). This is very different 
from: (C) I have supreme value or dignity, so (D) I can 
demand that John Doe take care of me as something which 
he owes me. In this letter case, there is no relation between 
me and John Doe in (C) that can serrve as the basis for the 
moral relation between us in (D). Perhaps (D) can be 
grounded in (E): I have dignity, and John Doe recognizes 
and treasures it. But then the problem is that the moral rela-

s Bishops, Economic Justice for All, sec. 79. 
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tion in (D) is contingent upon John Doe's attitude toward 
me. This is too shaky a basis for such stringent claims as 
rights. In the case of a duty, however, the moral relation be­
tween me and John Doe in (B) is entirely independent of 
John Doe's attitude toward me. In rem rights, like many gen­
eral human duties, should be universal and unconditionaL 

�~�o�r� time's and space's sake, I shall omit discussing Molt­
mann's effort to ground human rights in human dignity, which 
I also find unsatisfactory for similar reasons.9 I also shall by­
pass discussing the similar effort made by the Roman Catholic 
philosopher Jacques 10 But I shall take up Vlastos's 
attempt to ground both civil-political and social-economic 
rights in the idea human worth. 

For Vlastos, human worth is equal and unmerited in every 
human individual. Like many Roman Catholics, he thinks 
that this notion of human is the ground for human 
rights. Being a fine philosopher, however, Vlastos is aware 
that there is a lacuna in the type of Roman Catholic argu­
ment discussed above. He thus offers a meticulous argument 
to fiill in the gap between dignity human rights.11 

Through a series of reasonings which involves a very unusual 
anthropocentric axiology, with which I have no sympathy, and 
which I do not have the time to go into here, Vlastos argues 
that the proposition " human beings are valuable in them­
selves " implies that "human beings' free choice (or freedom) 
and enjoyment of value (or well-being) are valuable in them­
selves " 12 He then gives an argument for the justification of 
human rights, which can he paraphrased as follows: 

(1) Any human being is as equally valuable as any other. 
�(�~�)� Any human being's well-being ("the enjoyment of value m 

9 Jurgen Moltmann, On Human Dignity: Political Theofogy and Ethics, 
trans. M. Douglas Meeks (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). 

10 Jacques Maritain, 'J.'he Rights of Man and Naforal Law, trans. D. Anson 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951), p. 65. Gewirth has a brief dis­
cussion on him concerning this point, see his Human Rights, pp. 27-28, 44. 

11 Gregory Vlastos, "Justice and Equality," partially reprinted in Human 
Rights, ed . .11. I. Melden (Belmont, C.11: Wadsworth, 1970), pp. 84-95. 

12 Ibid., pp. 91-92. 
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all the forms in which it can be experienced ") and freedom 
(of choice and preference) are as equally valuable as any 
other's. 
Any human being's prima facie rights to well-being and to 
freedom are equal to any other's. 
Every human being has equal p'l'ima facie rights to well-being 
and to freedom. 

According to him, such rights to well-being and to freedom can 
then be the basis for social-economic rights and civil-political 
rights as outlined by the declaration of human rights approved 
by the United Nations. 

The crucial inference of this argument is from proposition 
�(�~�)� to proposition (3). In Vlastos's own words, the reasoning 
is " since we do believe in equal value of human well-being 
and freedom, we should also believe in the prima facie equal­
ity of men's right to well-being and to freedom." 13 But the 
question is: is the first 'belief a solid ground for the second one? 

I think this inference is logically invalid, because the propo­
sition" xis valuable to me" does not entail" I have a right to 
x." As Thomas M. Scanlon puts it, "[T}o assert a right is 
not merely to assert the value of some good or the great dis­
value of having a certain harm befall one. . . . For example, 
when people spea:k of ' the right to a decent diet,' they are not 
just saying that it is a very bad thing for people to be without 
adequate food." 14 That statement also implies that some peo­
ple have the obligation to provide a decent diet to those who 
do not have it as something that belongs to them as their due. 
Rights are not only rights-to, but also rights-against (i.e., 
rights impose correlative duties on others.). The proposition 
" x is valuable to me,'' however, does not provide any slight 
indication why x should be furnished to me (when I am un­
able to secure it) by others as something they owe me. Hence 
this proposition, all by itself, cannot be the adequate basis of 

rn Ibid., p. 94. 
14 Thomas M. Scanlon, "Human Rights as a Neutral Concern," in Human 

Rights and U.S. Foreign Policy: Principles and Application, ed. Peter G. 
Brown and Douglas Maclean (Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath and Co., 1979), 
pp. 85-86. 
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the proposition "I have a right to x." Vlastos's attempt to 
ground human rights in human dignity or worth, like the 
Roman Catholic attempts, fails. 

III 
Such failures notwithstanding, it is obvious that they do not 

imply that there cannot be economic rights. F:or one thing, 
other philosophers have tried other ways of justifying social­
economic rights, which I do not have time to discuss in this 
paper.15 For another, even if all other attempts to ground so­
cial-economic rights fail, the thesis that there are social-eco­
nomic rights is not refuted unless a convincing argument 
against this thesis is advanced. In what follows, I shall formu­
late a positive argument to explain why I am inclined to think 
that there are no social economic rights. My procedure is to 
go hack to the fundamental issues of what the nature of rights 
is, why we should have rights at all, and what function rights 
perform in our lives. Only then, I submit, can we decide on 
the scope of rights, and whether claims to basic social-economic 
goods are rights or not. 

What is the distinctive nature of rights? How do they differ 
from pleas, demands, and needs? What are we going to lose 
if we havce only the "moral commodities" of duty, justice, 
supererogation and virtue, but not right? 

I think Richard Wasserstrom and Joel Feinberg have spelled 
out the distinctive characteristics of rights eloquently, and I 
shall now just quote them at length: 

To claim or to acquire anything as a matter of right is crucially 
different from seeking or obtaining it as through the grant of a 
privilege, the receipt of a favor, or the presence of a permission. 
To have a right to something is, typically, to be entitled to receive 
or possess or enjoy it now, and to do so without securing the con­
sent of another. As long as one has a right to anything, it is be­
yond the reach of another properly to withhold or deny it. . . . 
To have a right to anything is, in short, to have a very strong 

15 E.g., Richard Wasserstrom, "Rights, Human Rights, and Racial Dis­
crimination," reprinted in Human Rights, ed. Melden, pp. 96-110; John 
Langan, " Defining Human Rights "; Gewirth, Reason and M oerality. 
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moral or legal claim upon it. It is the strongest kind of claim 
that there is. Because this is so, it is apparent, as well, that the 
things to which one is entitled as a matter of right are not usually 
trivial or insignificant. The objects of rights are things that 
matter.16 

A claim-right, on the other hand, can be urged, pressed, or 
rightly demanded against other persons. In appropriate circum­
stances the right-holder can " urgently, peremptorily, or insis­
tently " call for his rights, or assert them authoritatively, confi­
dently, unabashedly. Rights are not mere gifts or favors, moti­
vated by love or pity, for which gratitude is the sole fitting 
response. A right is something a man can stand on, something that 
can be demanded or insisted upon without embarrassment or 
shame. When that to which one has a right is not forthcoming, 
the appopriate reaction is indignation; when it is duly given there 
is no reason for gratitude, since it is simply one's own or one's 
due that one received .... No amount of love and compassion, or 
obedience to higher authority, or noblesse oblige, can substitute 
for those values.17 

I think these two forceful passages need no analysis or elabora­
tion. In short, the distinctiveness of rights is that they are the 
minimum that one can legitimately claim f.rom others, as long 
as we have the practice of claiming. Moral rights are the moral 
minimum that one can expect and demand from others as 
one's due. 

Given such an understandng of the distinctive character­
istics of rights, the next question is what in rem moral claims 
possess these features? I think the only candidate that definite­
ly possess all these characteristics is the claim to non-malefi­
cence. I think most, if not all, people would agree that non­
male:ficenoe is something that everyone can demand from 
others as one's due without embarrassment. I feel no need to 
be grateful to others if they are non-maleficent to me. I do 
not consider someone has done me a favor i:£ he merely has not 
harmed me, nor do I think that my not being harmed is a 
privilege to be appreciated. It seems clear to me that non­
maleficence is the moral minimum that I can demand from 

16 Wasserstrom, "Rights," pp. 98-99. 
17 Feinberg, Social Philosophy, pp. 58-59. 
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others una<bashedly. If I had been fully conscious before I 
came into this world, and I were told that life in this world 
would be "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," and more­
over, I were allowed then to choose to make only one sort of 
in rem claim later in my life, I definitely would have chosen 
the claim to non-maleficence. Or, if here and now I had to give 
up all my claims one by one, the claim to non-maleficence is 
probably the last one that I relinquish. I can still tole­
rate it if one ignores my needs, turns a ear to my cry for 
help, does favors to others but not to me. Such actions or 
inactions are repulsive morally indignant 
if one harms me-physically, socially. 

In contrast, it seems clear to me the claim to bene-
ficence (to promote good and/or to remove and/or prevent 
evil) does not share the characteristics of a right as delineated 
by Wasserstrom Feinberg. moral consciousness would 
not allow me without any sense embarrassment to demand 
beneficence from others as something they owe m. I feel 
the need to give to a person if he is my benefactor, 
rather than just to take or her good deeds for granted. If 
a good deed is not forthcoming from when I am in dire 
need, I can deplore their callousness. But I cannot angrily ac­
cuse them of withholding or denying something to which I am 
entitled. In short, it seems to me that beneficence is more than 
the moral minimum that I can expect and demand from others. 
I is not evident to me that I can have a legitimate claim to 
everyone's kindness as my due. 

So far I have been appealing only to my moral intuitions. 
I think such intuitions are not idiosyncratic, but shared by 
many, if not all, thoughtful persons. Judith N. Shklar, in a 
recent paper, argues that rights should be understood as a 
protection against harm from more powerful forces. As she 
explains, 

The stories and histories that remind us of injustice [i.e., oppres­
sion] may throw so persuasive light on rights as the appeals of the 
injured and outraged to their all too indifferent fellow citizens or 
even to humanity in general. This view of rights, which has its 
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place amid the moral and physical carnage of our age, has, more­
over, a long history in America. Rights have never been demands 
only for more shares of whatever pie was available, nor are they 
inherently hostile to social conscience. Rights are demanded first 
and foremost out of fear of cruelty and injury from agents of gov­
ernments, but also from private magnates. The former must al­
ways inspire the g.reatest fear because of their actual or possible 
military competence, but fear attaches itself to other threatening 
persons as well. In either case, rights are asserted against power 
abused.18 

Similarly, though the following quotation from Henry Shue is 
about what he calls "basic rights," it is an eloquent exposition 
of what rights are all about. 

But one of the chief purposes of morality in general, and certainly 
of conceptions of rights, and of basic rights above all, is indeed to 
provide some minimal protection against utter helplessness to 
those too weak to protect themselves. Basic rights are a shield for 
the defenseless against at least some of the more devastating and 
more common of life's threats, which include, as we shall see, loss 
of security and loss of subsistence. Basic rights are a restraint 
upon economic and political forces that would otherwise be too 
strong to be resisted. They are social guarantees against actual 
and threatened deprivations of at least some basic needs. Basic 
rights are an attempt to give to the powerless a veto over some 
of the forces that would otherwise harm them the most.19 

In a similar vein, Ronald Dworkin characterizes individual 
rights as " trumps over collective goals," 2<> and Thomas Nagel 
thinks that rights " give evffi'y person a limited veto over how 
others may treat him." 21 In short, if anything is to be counted 
as rights at ·all, the claim to non-maleficence is certainly the 
first one to be so considered. 

18 Judith N. Shklar, "Injustice, Injury, and Indequality: An Introduc­
tion," in Justice and Equaiity Here and Now, ed. Frank S. Lucash (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 25. 

19 Henry Shus, Basic Rights: Bubsistenoe, A:jfiuenoe, and U.S. Foreign 
Policy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 18. 

2<> Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Berioosly (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1978), pp. ix, xv. 

21 Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979), p. 114. 
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IV 
So far I have only argued that the claim to non-maleficence 

is a right, whereas that to beneficience is not. In this paper I 
do not intend to probe further to see whether there is any right 
which is not a right to non-maleficence. The thesis I have 
argued for above is enough to settle the issue of whether there 
are economic �r�~�g�h�t�s� or not. 

The phrase "economic right," I submit, like many other 
phrases on rights, is ambiguous. It actually can be used both 
negatively and positively. Take the "right to life" as an ex­
ample. Negatively, it means the right not to be killed or 
murdered. Positivdy, it means the right to be rescued. Like­
wise, negatively speaking, "economic right" can mean the 
right not to be harmed economically (or the right against eco­
nomic depr1ivation) . Positively, it means the right to be pro­
vided with basic economic goods (when one is unable to pro­
vide for one's own, in virtue of forces beyond one's control). 
Since economic right in its negative sense is an instance of the 
right not to be harmed or the right to non-maleficence, it is a 
genuine right. Economic right in its positive sense, however, 
is a claim to others' economic aid or beneficience, and thus is 
not a genuine right. 

Accordingly, in a certain sense, there are indeed economic 
rights. But they are rights against economic deprivation by 
other individuals, by private institutions (both domestic and 
foreign) , and even by governments (again, both domestic and 
foreign). A government's macro-economic strategy can oon­
tain inherently deprivative elements and thereby threaten the 
subsistence of a certain section of people in society, at home 
or abroad. To honor such a negative economic right does not 
involve handing out economic goods to people, but only in­
volves preventing people's being deprived of basic economic 
goods or the means to grow, make or buy these economic 
goods. 

The claim to be provided with basic economic goods-when 
one is unable to provide for one's own in virtue of forces be­
yond one's control, e.g., natural disaster-however, is not an 
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economic right, even though the phrase "economic right" is 
usually used to ref er to this type of claim. In so denying the 
status of rights to this type of claim, I by no means try to be­
little the importance of these basic economic goods to human 
beings. I only try to remind myself and my readers of the 
thesis that all rights impose correlative duties on others. 
Rights are claims against someone to something as one's due. 
The statement "I have the in rem right to be given food, 
clothing, shelter, health care, education when I am unable to 
provide for myself, in virtue of forces beyond my control " has 
two parts: ('i) food, clothing, shelter, health care, education 
are all of utmost importance to me; (ii) I can demand (not 
merely urge, request, beseech) the world or society at large 
to provide me with food, clothing, shelter, health care, educa­
tion (when I am unable to secure them, in virtue of forces be­
yond my control) as something that they owe me without my 
feeling any sense of embarrassment or shame, and I have no 
need to be grateful to them when they p:mvide me with these 
goods. In denying any in mm, positive, "economic rights" the 
status of right, I am only denying (ii) , because it is counter­
intuitive, but by no means (i) . When one is " assaulted by 
nature," so to speak (e.g., hurricane, sudden death of the bread 
winner of the househoM) , I do not see how it follows that the 
victim has a legitimate claim for aid on something as his or her 
due against the human world or society at large, which has not 
contributed in any way to his or her plight. An urgent need is 
not the same as a right. 

It is clear from the above discussion that rights have a 
unique and indispensable function to perform in human moral­
ity. But it is equally dear that a right-based morality is in­
adequate. As David Lyons puts it, "Rights to not secure all 
that is valuable in human relations (that is, the world would 
be a much sadder place without human sympathy) ".22 Be­
sides rights, I think at least two more "moral commodities " 
are needed in order to make this world a warmer place to live 

22 David Lyons, Introduction, in Rights, ed. David Lyons (Belmont, Calif.: 
Wadsworth, 1979), p. IL 
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in, viz., the principle of distributive jus·tice based on basic 
needs, and the duty or virtue of love or beneficence. Minimal 
economic security is extremely important to human beings, 
and they should be provided to those who are unable to se­
cure them themselves, in virtue of forces beyond their contrnl. 
But it is a matter of justice and/or the duty of beneficience or 
love rather than a matter of rights. Every member of society, 
every private sector institution, and government has the moral 
obligation to take the necessary steps to ensure that no one 
among us is hungry, homeless, or unemployed. Not to do so is 
a serious moral failure. On this I am in agreement with the 
U.S. Catholic bishops. But this does not mean that we have 
positive economic rights, as the Catholic bishops contend. 
Rights are reserved to the strongest kind of claim that there 
is, and I submit that the claim to non-maleficience is a much 
stronger claim than that to beneficience. 

So far not only have I been assuming that duties do not (or 
at least not always) entail rights, I also have been assuming 
that the notions of rights and of distributive justice are not 
oorrelative. Duties do not (at least not always) entail rights, 
because of the limited version of the doctrine of correla­
tivity between rights and duties. If duties entail rights, there 
will still be positive economic rights if we have the duty to 
provide basic economic goods to those who cannot secure them 
themselves, in virtue of forces beyond thei,r control. If rights 
and distdbutive justice are correlative, positive claims to basic 
economic goods can still be accorded the status of rights, if 
they are demanded by any substantive principle of distributive 
justice. 

Many people, theologians especially, think that justice and 
rights are correlative. They define justice as "to each accord­
ing to one's due," 23 which implies "to each according to one's 

2s Emil Brunner, Justice and the Social Order, trans. Mary Hottinger 
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1945), p. 17; Hollenbach, Olaims im Oon­
fiiot, pp. 144-45; Lewis B. Smedes, Mere Morality (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 1983), pp. 23-24; Joseph L. Allen, Love & Co'lifiict: A Covenantal 
Model of Christian Ethics (Nashville: Abingdon, 1984), pp. 154-55; Tom 
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rights." One's due or right is then decided by a substantive 
principle of distributive justice. Consequently, whatever I 
shall receive as a matter of distributive justice is also a matter 
of right. The claims to be provided with food, clothing, health 
care, etc., can then be turned into rights. 

I think such a correlation between distributive justice and 
rights is mistaken. This is because this eorrelation confuses 
comparative judgments with noncomparative judgments. By 
definition, distributive justice is a comparative notion. A com­
plaint of distributive injustice or unfairness makes sense only 
if you are unfairly treated in comparison to another person. 
Right, on the other hand, is a noncomparative notion. I can 
complain that my rights are violated regardless of whether 
others' rights are also violated or not. I can complain that my 
right to physical security is violated even if everybody else's 
physical security is violated in a similar way. Accordingly, 
justice should not be defined as to each accor:ding to one's 
due (which is a noncomparative judgment), but as similar 
cases to he treated similarly (which is a comparative judg­
ment) . Rights are not dependent upon justice. 

v 
I do not regard my argument above as the definitive last 

word on the subject. It is conceivaMe to me that claims to 
some basic beneficence against others can be a right, if our 
world view is such that an human beings are bound together 
by an implicit contract to help each other. The biblical idea 
of covenant (with God and with other human beings) per­
haps can provide such a backing. Thus far, however, I have 
not seen any argument spelled out in this way. For the time 
being, accordingly, I have to say that I do not think, morally 
speaking, there are in rem, positive, economic claim-rights. 

PING-CHEUNG Lo 
Yale University 

New Haven, Oonnectiout 

Regan, The Case for Animal Rights (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1983), p. 232. 



CAN DETERRENCE BE MORAL? 

A Review Discussion 

I 

HE AUTHORS OF A RECENT BOOK on the subject 
of nuclear deterrence 1 contend that the United States' 
nuclear deterrence policy is immoral because its credi­

bility ultimately depends upon U.S. willingness to kill directly 
and intentionally innocent non-combatants, either in attacks 
on some cities to establish intra-war deterrence, or in final 
massive retaliation in response to an all-out Soviet attack. The 
moral principle the authors use for reaching their conclusion is 
the inviolability of non-combatants to direct attack which was 
reaffirmed at Vatican II: " Any act of war aimed indiscrimi­
nately at destruction of entire cities or extensive areas 
along with their population is a crime against God and against 
man himself. It merits unequiv;ocal and unhesitating condem­
nation." The empirical evidence the authors use to assess the 
morality of U.S. nuclear deterrence policy against this moral 
principle are statements by officials from several administra­
tions, from Kennedy's through Reagan's, from Secretary of 
Defense MacNamara's statement that" U.S. strategic weapons 
were being placed in a configuration such that (Soviet) cities 
could either be spared or destroyed '', through Secretary of 
Defense W eil1!berger's assertion that ". . . our fo11ces can and 
will deny them their objectives at whatever level of nuclear 
conflict they (the Soviets) contemplate". 

However, the authors' conclusion that U.S. nuclear deter­
rence policy is immoral because it violates the just war cri-

1 Nualear Deterrenae: Morality and ReaUsm. By John M. Finnis, Germain 
Grisez and Joseph Boyle. New York: Oxford University Press, 1987. Pp. 
xv + 429. Hardback, $39.95 
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terion of discrimination differs from that reached by the Ameri­
can Catholic bishops in their Pastoral Letter on War and 
Peace: 

This complex question has always produced a variety of responses, 
official and unofficial in character. The NCCB Committee has 
received a series of statements of clarification of policy from U.S. 
government officials. Essentially these statements declare that it is 
not U.S. strategic policy to target the Soviet civilian population 
as such or to use nuclear weapons deliberately for the purpose 
of destroying civilian population centers. These statements re­
spond, in principle at least, to one moral criterion for assessing 
deterrence policy: the immunity of non-combatants from direct 
attack either by conventional or nuclear weapons. (The Challenge 
of Peace, Para. 179) 

The bishops point out, however, that Administration state­
ments: 

do not address or resolve another very troublesome moral problem 
namely, that an attack on military targets or militarily significant 
industrial targets could involve " indirect " (i.e., unintended) but 
massive civilian casualties ... 

and that: 

In our consultations, administration officials readily admitted that, 
while they hoped any nuclear exchange could be kept limited, they 
were prepared to retaliate in a massive way if necessary. They 
also agreed that once any substantial numbers of weapons were 
used, the civilian casualty levels would quickly become cata­
strophic, and that even with attacks limited to "military" targets, 
the number of deaths in a substantial exchange would be almost 
indistinguishable from what might occur if civilian centers had 
been deliberately and directly struck. These possibilities pose a 
different moral question and are to be judged by a different moral 
criterion: the principle of proportionality. (The Challenge of Peace, 
Para. 180) 

Thus, the bishop's objection to U.S. nuclear ·detenent policy 
is that it violates the just war criterion of proportionality. 
Note, however, this critical distinction: while the conclusion 
the bishops state after applying the princip1e of discrimination 
to U.S. nuclear deterrent policy is an example of a morally 
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binding statement, the conclusion they reach after applying 
the principle of proportionality is an example of a prudential 
judgment. As such, it is " ... based on specific circumstances 
which can change or which can he interpreted differently by 
people of good will " and "the moral judgments that we make 
in specific cases, while not binding in conscience, are to he 
given serious attention and consideration by Catholics as they 
determine whether their moral judgments are consistent with 
the Gospel". (emphasis added) (The ChaJ,lenge of Peace, 
Para. IO) 

We, therefore, do not believe that the authors have proved 
their claim, based solely on the evidence of Administration 
statements of targeting policy, that U.S. deterrent policy is 
immoJ.'al because it violates the just war criterion of discrimina­
tion. Ironically, however, U.S. Government statements to 
garner support for the Strategic Defense Initiative (or " Star 
Wars") provide the authors with their strongest evidence that 
U.S. deterrent policy might be immoral. 

Contrast these two U.S. Government statements on U.S. 
nuclear deterrent policy: first the letter of January 15, 1983 
f:vom William Clark, former National Security Advisor, to 
Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, Chairman of the Bishops' Com­
mittee which drafted the pastoral letter: 

For moral, political and military reasons, the United States does 
not target the Soviet civilian population as such. There is no 
deliberately opaque meaning conveyed in the last two words. We 
do not threaten the existence of Soviet civilization by threatening 
Soviet cities. Rather, we hold at risk the war-making capability 
of the Soviet Union-its armed forces and the industrial capacity 
to sustain war. 

And secondly, that of President Reaigan on January 28, 1985 
in an interview with Hugh Sidey of Time Magaine on why SDI 
was necessary: ". . . the principle weapon on both sides is a 
weapon that is designed mainly to kill millions of civilians with 
no discrimination-men, women and children-our peacekeep­
ing policy is based on the threat that if they kill our people, 
we'll kill theirs." 
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Until the U.S. Government removes the confusion it has 
created by making contradictory statements about the nature 
of U.S. nuclear deterrent policy, the reviewers must give the 
benefit of the doubt to the authors when they claim that pres­
ent policy is immoral because it violates the just war principle 
of discrimination. 

II 

It is one thing to say that present U.S. nuclear deterrence 
policy is immoral; it may be. It is quite another to say that 
nuclear deterrence is intrinsically immoral because its credibil­
ity always will depend on willingness to kill the innocent di­
rectly and intentionally. We disagree with this apodictic con­
clusion. 

The authors' argument rests on their claim that no use of 
nuclear weapons, even if discriminate and proportionate, is in­
trinsically either credible or moral in and of itself, but derives 
its credibility extrinsically from the user's willingness to esca­
late, if necessary, to a non-discriminate, non-proportionate, 
and thus immoral, use. 

Implicitly, the authors are also claiming that no use of 
nuolear weapons is able, in itself, to meet the just war criterion 
of p11obability of success. Such a claim is open to challenge. 
For example, a potential aggressor weighs costs and benefits in 
deciding to pursue his objectives, and the majority of the ob­
jectives are limited, both in terms of the benefits sought and 
the costs willing to be borne in pursuit of them. A potential 
agg11essor's threat to escalate his use of fo11ce to a level out of 
all proportion to his limited objective simply does not have 
credibility. Thus, the defender's use of force to deny the ag­
gressor his objective does not depend on his willingness to 
escalate to an " immoral " use of nuclear weapons. The de­
fender's limited response to deny the objective of a limited ag­
gression has credibility in its own right. The defender, by pos­
sessing the capability to deny the aggressor his objective 
through the limited use of nuclear weapons in a discriminate 
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and proportionate manner, establishes both the credibility and 
morality of that use, standing on its own and not depending in 
any way upon the threat of escalation. 

The authors also reject a counterforce strategy as being un­
workable and lacking in credibility because the Soviets could 
respond to a counterforce attack with a countercity assault. 
But this fails to see that an effective counterforce retaliatory 
attack could be radically devastating and could persuade the 
Soviets that any further aggression would not only be futile, 
since the Soviets would lose the military forces they hoped to 
hold in reserve for intra-war intimidation, but also could be 
counter-productive. Further attacks could provoke the Ameri­
cans to even more responses, e.g. eliminate the legitimate mili­
tary-industrial targets hitherto not attacked, or could compli­
cate the surrender pl'ocess. Counterforce strategy could be 
exceedingly effective, persuasive and devastating, and it is 
quite possible fo deter without resorting to city-swapping or 
final retaliation. In fact, the fundamental American nuclear 
deterrent today is more suitable for use against legitimate mili­
tary and industriail targets than against cities. 

We believe, therefore, that the authors claim that nuclear 
deterrence is intrinsically immoral is wrong. Indeed, American 
adoption of the strategy of ' flexible response" some twenty 
years ago, comported with the requirements to make each use 
of nuclear weapons credible in its own right, to be discriminate 
and proportionate to the potential aggression to be deterred, 
and to have the probability of success. Just as it is not credible 
for an aggressor to threaten willingness to escalate to massive 
use of nuclear weapons to obtain limited objectives, so the de­
fender cannot make similar threats in the face of limited ag­
gression. He must match the deterrent to the threat. 

HI 

Why do the authors reach the conclusions they do about 
the morality of nuclear deterrence policy in general and U.S. 
policy in particular? 
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The authors state that while U.S. declaratory policy is not 
to target cities directly, actual policy is to base the credibility 
of nuclear deterrence on the loss of non-combatant lives and 
destruction of "civilian" taxgets resulting from a U.S. retalia­
tory strike aimed at military and industrial targets. In other 
words, they believe that we do not intend to deter Soviet ag­
gression by our ability to attack legitimate targets directly, 
but by the resulting collateral loss of life which the U.S. Gov­
ernment claims would be a secondary and unintended effect. 

Thus, the authors make a strong argument for unilateral 
U.S. nuclear disarmament, but there are some questions tha:t 
must be asked a,bout this. They admit that new " variable 
yield" weapons have been developed, but it is clear they do 
not know much a1bout these weapons. Carried by ever more 
accurate delivery systems, these weapons are remarkably pre­
cise, and it is now technically possible to deliver most weapons 
directly on their targets and tailor their yields so that they 
exert only the amount of force necessary to destroy or neutral­
ize the target. The authors do not_ face the question of whether 
these weapons would have to be abolished even though they 
seem to meet the just war criteria of discrimination, propor­
tionality and probability of success. 

It is also not dear that the authors have a full grasp of 
the nature of deterrence, for their theory of deterrence pri­
marily seems to be an " emotivist " one in which a deterrent 
threat strikes "fear" of some future possible state of affairs 
into the heart and mind of the deterred. More advanced 
theories of deterrence are more intellectual and rational than 
is an emotivist doctrine. Threats that instill fear are not 
as persuasive as are threats which rationally persuade and 
convince an agent that a given course of action cannot be ex­
pected to achieve its goaL The aim of deterrence is to focus 
more on rationally persuading a potential adversary that any 
given act of aggression will not attain its objectives because of 
the capabilities and threats possessed by the deterring a;gent. 
A credible threat is one which demonstrates both the will and 
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capablity to prevent any type of aggression from accomplish­
ing its objectives. A more rational theory of deterrence seeks 
to instill the 'belief that challenges to a deterrent threat would 
be irrational and incapable of succeeding. This perspective on 
deterrence seems to be lost to the authors, and this inadequacy 
weakens their entire argument against the morality of nuclear 
deterrence. 

It is true in a qualified sense that " targeting does not prove 
intention", but it is simply not always true to say that tar­
geting does not prove intent. It cannot be absolutely certain 
that a terrorist intends to kill deliberately an innocent person 
by pointing a loaded gun at his head, but it is usually pretty 
certain that such is the case. Targeting does not certainly, 
unequivocally and precisely indicate the intention of an action, 
but it can do so in a general way. The intention of an agent 
can only be known fully and certainly by the agent or by ver­
bal assertions of the agent, but the actions of the agent can 
often partially disclose the intentions of an agent. Relative to 
nuclear deterrence, targeting missiles on a specific target might 
not absolutely, certainly and apodicticaHy manifest the inten­
tion of the agent, but they will probably give a rought indica­
tion of the direction of the intention. Helping a little old lady 
across the street might not indicate the full intention of the 
agent, but it indicates that probably the agent is not aiming 
at the killing little old ladies. 

The authors are practicing discernment of soul in making 
their claim that U.S. targeting policy does not reflect U.S. in­
tentions, and neither we, nor they, are able to say that they 
are right. However, we are able to say that the statement 
"targeting does not prove intention" is not univocal. Target­
ing, may, in fact, prove intention and the weight of known 
evidence argues against the authors' claim. 

First, the vast majority of intended uses of nuclear weapons 
do not involve "city-swapping" or "final retaliation". The 
military principle of economy of force, the mirror image of the 
ius in bello criterion of proportionality, makes this necessary. 
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There are more legitimate targets than there are weapons to 
use against them. U.S. targeting doctrine, developed to com­
port with the ius in bello criteria of discrimination, proportion­
ality and probability of success creates this situation. The 
ta.rgets in the Single Integrated Operational Plan (SlOP), the 
plan for employment of nuclear weapons, are under constant 
review and revision to identify only those installations which 
pose the greatest threat to the U.S. and its Allies. Were we not 
influenced by the moral imperative to use all weapons, nuclear 
and conventional, in a discriminate and proportionate way, we 
would change the characteristics of our weapons, the means 
for delivering them and the doctrine for employing them so 
that, in general, fewer weapons of larger yield would he avail­
able to destmy the maximum number of targets in a single 
strike. This is certainly an immoral use of nuclear weapons, 
and one eschewed by SIOP planners. 

Perhaps a concrete example will make this point clear. 
There is a difference in intention between French nuolear 
targeting policy and declared American policy. As the French 
bishops admitted . 

. . . our deterrence is a "deterrence of the strong by the weak", a 
poor man's deterrence: Because of the lack of diversified means of 
deterrence, our deterrence still rests on an anti-city strategy, itself 
clearly condemned without appeal by the Council: " Every act of 
war directed to the indiscriminate destruction of whole cities or 
vast areas with their inhabitants is a crime against God and man, 
which merits firm and unequivocal condemnation. (Winning the 
Peace, Para. �~�8�)� 

American nuclear targeting policy, as expressed by Secretary 
of Defense Weinberger and cited in the Challenge of Peace is 
simply this: "The Reagan Administration's policy is that un­
der no circumstances may such weapons be used deliberately 
for the purpose of destroying populations." Moreover, the 
forces of the French and American nuclear deterrents demon­
strate that while the former are incapable by choice of dis­
criminating between military and civilian targets, the latter, 
because of their diversity, are capable of doing so. Thus, 
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whereas the French target Moscow with large-yield weapons, 
the U.S. identifies specific legitimate targets within the city and 
establishes conditions to be met before one, or a few, or several, 
would be struck, and then only with sufficient force to destroy 
oc neutralize the target. 

Second, although the authors argue that nuclear deterrence 
rests on the threat of city-swapping and final retaliation, they 
admit that this is never stated openly. They claim that since 
deterrence rests on a threat to inflict " unacceptable damage " 
on the Soviets and their values then one is able to deduce, they 
say, that this implies a threat to destmy directly innocent civil­
ian populations. Yet in declared U.S. policy, "city swapping" 
does not play any role whatsoever. The reason is that a more 
serious deterrent is a credible threat to destroy an adversary's 
military forces and war-supporting industries in a retaliatory 
attack. This is what restrains military aggression more than a 
threat to civilians because few believe that the latter threat 
would be carried out. 

Third, on the one hand the a;uthors have succeeded well in 
showing that multi-megatonnage nuclear weapons are morally 
in def ensihle in not only their possession and use, but also in 
their threat of use. On the other hand, however, is the fact 
that few of these weapons remain in the American arsenal. 
Only on a few remaining Air F1orce bombers are they found, 
and the possibility of their accomplishing their mission in com­
ing years is in doubt. The vast majority of contemporary 
weapons in the American strategic arsenal are variable yield 
weapons below 500 KT yield, and many of them are below the 
100 KT range. Most tactical nuclear weapons have yields un­
der 100 KT and their destructive power can be tailored to the 
nature of the target. Those that are between 300 and 500 KT 
are such because of the nature of the super-hardened targets 
they face, e.g. Soviet missile silos. 

Fourth, since at least the Carter Administration, the U.S. has 
made it clear to the world in general and the Soviet Union in 
particular that it distinguishes among different kinds of in-
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stallations in the Soviet Union, and has developed the capabil­
ity for limited retaliatory attacks against them. Such distinc­
tions are meant to discourage the Soviet Union from thinking 
it could present a U.S. President with the options of either 
retaliating massively or surrendering in response to a Soviet 
attack directed solely against our military forces. As former 
Secretary of Defense Harold Brown explained, the U.S. now 
has the ability to strike legitimate targets within and among 
four broad categories in the Soviet Union: nuclear forces, con­
ventional forces, war-supporting industries, and leadership 
cadres. The U.S. believes that the ability to retaliate against 
remaining Soviet military forces while holding the Soviet 
leadership and war-supporting industries at risk will deter 
Soviet attack, and if deterrence fails, it will provide a high 
probability that it will not fail catastrophically. 

The points above address the fundamental moral issue con­
cerning the morality of deterrence: is the intention of the U.S. 
to deter by its ability to retaliate and destroy legitimate tar­
gets which would deny the Soviets the fruits of their aggres­
sion, or is the intention to deter through collateral loss of life 
and destruction which such retaliation produces? We believe 
U.S. targeting policy is moral in its intent. We believe that this 
is especially true when one addresses the complex issue of who 
is and who is not a "combatant". 

A significant element of the authors' argument that U.S. 
nuclear deterrent policy is immoral is their definition of who 
is and who is not a combatant. We believe thaey have defined 
a combatant too narrowly and so their appeal to "non-com­
batant immunity to direct attack ,,. to support their argument 
is flawed for several reasons. 

In the U.S., the distinction between military and civilian 
installations is generally sharply defined. This is not the case 
in the Soviet Union. There are many industrial facilities pro­
ducing under one roof both civilian and military equipment. 
For example, a factory producing chassis for farm tractors also 
produces chassis for tanks and self-propeHed artillery. How 
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do you discriminate between the " combatant" and " non­
batant" working side-by-side under the same roof? 

Again, because so many Soviet industrial facilities which 
produce civilian products in peacetime have the potential to 
convert quickly to military production in wartime, they are 
considered to be legitimate targets. This is not the case in the 
U.S. where it would be difficult and time-consuming to convert 
civilian industrial facilities to military production. To target 
only those Soviet installations actuailly producing military 
equipment, and those producing both military and civilian 
products, while not at least holding at risk those capable of 
rapid conversion would, we believe, violate the just war cri­
terion of probability of success. The purpose of striking these 
installations, should it prove necessary, would be to prevent 
the Soviet Union from having the means to recover more rapid­
ly than the U.S. and so be in a position to renew its aggres­
sion at some point in the future with a higher probability that 
such aggression would succeed. 

Soviet industrial practices make it far from easy to discrimi­
nate between who is a combatant, i.e., " closely associated with 
the actual conduct of aggression " and who is a non-combatant. 
We reject, therefore, the authors' definition of a non-combat­
ant, and therefore, any part of their argument based on this 
definition, that the credibility of U.S. nuclear deterrent policy 
rests on the intention to kill the innocent. 

IV 
Overall, there are some fundamental flaws in this work. The 

authors expound their now familiar doctrines of the basic 
human goods and the modes of responsibility that one must 
possess to foster, protect and enhance these goods properly and 
adequately. At the theoretical level, we do not wish to dispute 
the adequacy of this theory. But it must be asked where the 
virtue of prudence fits into it. The speculative moral analysis 
presented by the authors is quite sound, but one must ask 
about the ways in which their ·analysis is applied in pradice. 



730 ROBERT L. BARRY, O.P. AND MATTHEW M. MURPHY 

The authors are quite correct in holding that the innocent 
may not be directly targeted in war. They rightly say that to 
intend to do this is immoral, but one wonders if they are not 
so radically emphasizing the purity of the will and intention 
that they are promoting a Kantian and deontological ap­
proach. The authors have been criticized before of being post­
Kantian Thomists by many contemporary Thomists, and in 
this work, this quality seems to be far more evident than ever 
before. What is most evident in Kantian morality is the ab­
sence of any considerations of prudence and of finding means 
of protecting fundamental goods in all of their aspects. The 
deontologist is concerned with preserving the integrity of the 
duty or principle immediately and at whatever cost. The de­
ontologist narrowly considers one single good and does not con­
sider any prudential consideration of its promotion. If it is 
immoral to lie, then for the deontologist it is not permitted to 
lie in order to save the life of an innocent person. The right­
eous Gentile could not lie in order to protect a Jew he is 
sheltering. The deontologist would hold that a police officer 
could not make a promise not to kill a terrorist in order to save 
the life of a hostageo 

The authors have not allowed any consideration of conse­
quences or "circumstances " to enter into judgments of ac­
tionso In not allowing this to he done, they have separated 
themseives from classical Thomism which did admit that an 
effect could enter into an action because of a "special rela­
tion" and alter its character. (ST I-II, 18, 10) What is miss­
ing from this work are considerations of prudence, and we 
must recall Thomas' dictum about the role of prudence in 
moral analysis: " In all matters of moral virtue, practical wis­
dom [prudentia] serves as a guide". (ST II-II, 50, 1, 1) The 
moral imperatives presented in this book place millions of in­
nocent lives in jeopardy, and that alone calls into question the 
prudence of the imperatives. 

One sees the deontological character of this work most clear­
ly in the authors' analysis of conditional intentionso They hold 
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that an action done reluctantly and conditionally is not dif­
ferent from an action taken freely and without reluctance. One 
must ask if this is true, however. Is a spy who is being tor­
tured, who says that he will 1lie in order to pirotect innocent 
life if the pain of his tortme becomes too intolerruble, as guilty 
of a lie as is the one who lies to get money? I think most 
would say no, but it appears that the authors would not permit 
this because they do not allow circumstances to intervene to 
change the mor.al char.acter of actions in some circumstances. 

This work appears to be more of a work of deonto1ogy than 
of Thomistic ethics because it seems to purposely ignore con­
siderations of prudence. There are long tracts against utilitar­
ianism and consequentialism which makes the work look more 
like a Kantian diatribe against Hume than a Thomistic treatise 
on the morality of war. There are pruges and pages of criticism 
of utilitarianism, hut haroly a word against deontology, and 
this gives weight to �o�n�e�~�s� suspicions that the authors are ruc­
tually deontologists at heart. 

The only deontological principle they criticize is that of uni­
versalizability, and this is not the central and most important 
deontological principle. They adamantly reject the Kantian 
principle of universalizahHity, hut a fuller consideration of that 
principle would show :a lethal flaw in their theory. Because they 
present such a limited critique of deontology they refuse to 
consider the possibility of applying their principles to the 
Soviets, only demand that the Americans abandon their nu­
clear deterrent and in so doing they violate not just the prin­
ciple of universalizability, but that of equail application of prin­
ciples of justice. This is contrary to a statement made by 
Cardinal Casaro1i in January, 1988 at .an informal consulta­
tion on the U.S. bishop's Pastoral Letter on W.ar and Pea.ce 
where he said the foHowing: 

One must not give the impression that moral principles are to be 
affirmed "·even with explicit condemnations " for one side, while 
forgetting as it were that these same principles have universal 
value and applicability (i.e. for all sides). 
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In summary, they never consider the question of whether pru­
dential judgments should be allowed to enter into the applica­
tion of normative principles to practical cases. 

The authors also adopt an overly broad view of consequent­
alism, as is seen in their claim that someone such as James 
Schall is a utilitarian. It is probably closer to the truth to say 
that someone such as Schall permits pmdentiaI considerations 
to enter into considerations of the morality of nuclear deter­
rence, while the authors are intolerant of such considerations. 
It seems that the authors virtually assert that any moralist 
who gives consideration to the possibility of circumstances 
qualifying an absolute rejection of nuclear deterrence are con­
sequentialists. Might it not be possible, however, to consider 
them as moralists who believe that realizing the good in the 
concrete demands application of principles? 

Their work seems to be tainted with an ethnocentricity, for 
as we have said, they do not appear concerned with the moral 
status of the Soviet nuclear deterrent. The Soviets have an 
even greater nuclear destructive capability than do the Ameri­
cans, and they threaten to use it in an indiscriminate manner. 
Recently, a Soviet war planner asserted that all of West Ger­
many had been divided into grids with nuclear weapons as­
signed to obliterate every inch. Next, given the probability 
that Soviet world domination would be worse than American 
domination, it is not clear why the Soviets do not have a 
stronger moral duty than do the Americans. And, moreover, in 
a nuclear attack, the Soviet population would be far better 
protected than the American, and this is by design. 

As we have shown, the Soviets are guilty of possession and 
threatening to use weapons in an immoral way, but the authors 
do not ask if they have an equally strong moral duty to dis­
arm than do the Americans. We have as much concern for 
their moral integrity and possibility of salvation as we do for 
Americans, and we would hold that the Soviets have an equal 
or stronger duty to disarm. Rather than proving that disarma­
ment is a unilateral moral obligation for the Americans, the 
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authors seem to have shown indirectly that it is a mutual ob­
ligation. The authors might refrain from demanding disarma­
ment by the Soviets because they realize that the Soviets, as 
traditional Marxists, believe that morality is not to be allowed 
to inhibit the drive to deter and defeat capitalism and that 
moral argument has no influence on them. They might realize 
that it is impossible to persua.de the Soviets by moral argu­
ment and that only the Western powers can be moved by such 
arguments. Yet, do they not have a greater obligation to dis­
arm because of the greater moral evil of their deterrent? 

The authors also forget the history of U .S.-Soviet disarm­
ament efforts (for example, the Baruch plan in which the 
United States offered to place its entire nuclear arsenal under 
UN auspices if the Soviet Union would do the same, and the 
Soviet's rejection of this offer). It is not as if the Americans 
never took disarmament initiatives. The authors forget Harold 
Brown's famous statement: "We build. They build. We stop 
building. They continue to build." And most recently, U.S. 
and NATO leaders criticized the Soviets for continuing their 
military buildup while claiming that all they sought was 
" sufficiency ". 

In another vein, if the principles and judgments applied in 
this work were to he applied to the issue of abortion, the authors 
would be committed to condemning any legislative measures 
which only sought to limit but not absolutely ban all abortions. 
The difficulty with this sort of imprudent approach is that it 
would create the sort of public shock and trauma that we saw 
in 1978 when Roe v. Wade traumatized the country and 
created a great deal of public turmoil. The deonto1ogical char­
acter of their analysis commits them to this judgment. 

The difficulty with the authors' proposal for unilateral dis­
armament is that it would place the innocent lives of those 
stripped of defense in danger of unjust enslavement and death 
resulting from unresisted aggression. The proposal for uni­
lateral disarmament violates the authors' own demand for re­
sponsibility toward innocent human life. They seem to have 
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forogotten the statement of the U.S. Bishops in their Pastoral 
Letter on War Peace: " In all of this discussion of distinct 
choices, we are 'referring to option open to individuals . . . The 
Council and the popes have stated clearly that governments 
threatened by armed, unjust aggression must defend their 
people. This includes defense by armed force if necessary as a 
last resort." The bishops al,so repeated Pius XII's statement in 
1948 about the moral responsibility to deter unjust aggression: 

A people threatened with an unjust aggression, or already its 
victim, may not remain passively indifferent, if it would think and 
!act as befits a Christian ... Their defense is even an obligation 
for the nations as a whole, who have a duty not to abandon a 
nation that is attacked. (emphasis in original) 

l£ one is going to be truly responsible to the good of human 
life, one would seek not only to pl'ohibit deliberate killing of 
the innocent but also for a prudential way of protecting it from 
being deliberately destroyed in an unjust agression caused by 
unilateral disarmament. Bilateral disarmament would reduce 
the possibility of this happening and would be morally per­
missible as a prudential way of protecting innocent human life 
from unjust attack. Doing this would be in conformity with 
the statement issued by the Second Vatican Council in its Pas­
torcil On the Chw·ch in the Modern World where it said that: 

... all must work to put an end to the arms race and make a 
real beginning to disarmament, not unilaterally indeed but at an 
equal rate on all sides, on the basis of agreements and backed up 
by genuine and effective guarantees. 

And in opposition to the pl'oposal of the autho;rs, we would 
assert that it is morally defensible to maintain a deterrent 
while pursuing bilateral arms control agreements in order to 
protect innocent human life from being unjustly destroyed 
in a post-unilateral disarmament agression. 

The demand for unilateral disarmament is also morally ques­
tionable because it would tempt the Soviets into a highly im­
moral action. The authors have apparently forgotten rubout 
the prudential obligation to avoid actions that tempt others to 
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sin. Just as it is wrong to leave the keys in one's car with 
the motor running so also is it wrong to abandon one's deter­
rent and tempt a hostile enemy or foe to launch an unjust 
attack. Finaliy, demand for unilateral disarmament is objec­
tionable because of its imprudence as it would radically weaken 
the ability of those who would wish to defend the order of 
justice from so doing. 

The authors assert that the morality of conditional inten­
tions is not any different from that of unconditional intentions, 
but this can he called into question. The authors assume that 
the nature of the deterrent is to threaten to kill innocents to 
prevent an unjust attack, but in reality, it is a threat to use 
means necessary to prevent an unjust attack from gaining 
success. Are we to believe that the threat to use force to repel 
an unjust attack when the force is the fast and only reasonable 
means available to protect the order of justice is morally the 
same as a threat to use force in unjust aggression? If we are, 
then we should be prepared to condemn Officer O'Neill in the 
following episode: 

Officer O'Neill is armed with an automatic weapon, and is con­
fronted by two drug dealers who have both pointed their weapons 
at the head of one hostage. If the officer fires a burst, he could 
stop the terrorists from certainly killing the hostage, but the burst 
might kill or injure the hostage. If he fires one shot to kill one 
terrorist and spare the hostage, the hostage will be killed by the 
other terrorist. If he drops his weapon as the terrorists demands, 
then will kill Officer O'Neill and the hostage. 

If the morality conditional intentions is identical to that of 
unconditional intentions, then it would seem that objective 
morality would have to condemn the officer's action, for 
morality applicaihle to the use of public force in military action 
should equally to the use force in police actions. 

It has been the traditional practice police offices not to 
lay down their arms a hostage situation because that would 
put the hostage in greater danger. And yet this is what the 
authors are demanding the U.S. do with their nuclear arms. 
If a nation is morally required to a nuclear deterrent 



736 ROBERT L. BARRY, O.P. AND MATTHEW M. MURPHY 

when its sincere and studied opinion is that it is the last and 
only reasonably certain means of deterring an unjust nuclear 
attack, it would seem to be necessary for Officer O'Neill to 
also abandon his weapon in the above mentioned case as well. 

The authors do not face squarely the terrible dilema known 
well to Gerald Vann, 0.P., of the duty to defend society. Vann 
has argued that it is morally admirable to turn the other 
cheek and allow one's self to be unjustly attacked out of fear 
of doing wrong by using force. But he points out that this 
does not give the right to turn other people's cheeks and force 
them to bear the bul.'den of unjust aggression. Others in our 
pluralist society have a right to be defended against unjust 
aggression, and it is by no means clear that those who object 
to the use of a certain mode of self-defense have the right to 
place in jeopardy the lives and well-being of others who have 
a legitimate right not to be unjustly attacked. This is a true 
dilema, and the authors have not faced it. They have essen­
tially held that if the only means of self-defense should be 
immoral that the rights of citizens to self defense must be 
waived because of the duty to �a�v�o�~�d� immoral actions. 

It is considered opinion that the judgments reached by the 
authors, while tightly reasoned, are not fully adequate because 
of a deficient understanding of the nature of deterrence, the 
intention of U.S. targeting policy, and because their perspec­
tive is not essentially Thomistic .but is fundamentally denonto­
logical. It is our belief that it is time for this issue to be ap­
proached by a classical Thomistic understanding. 

ROBERT L. BARRY, 0.P. 
University of Illinois. 
Ohampaign-Urbana. 

MATTHEW M. MURPHY 

United States Arms 
Oontrol and Disarmament 
Agency 
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Modern Theowgy, A Sense of Direction. By JAMES P. MACKEY. Oxford 
and New York: Oxford University Press, 1987. Pp. 200; cloth 
$26.00; paper $8.95. 

This small volume is a serious, often profound, theological proposal. 
It is part of a series (edited by Keith Thomas, Alan Ryan, and Walter 
Bodmer) which aims to have experts write for students and the general 
reader to provide "concise, original, and authoritative introductions 
to a wide range of subjects in the humanities and sciences." But it is 
this and more. James P. Mackey is a Roman Catholic theologian, not 
yet widely discussed in the United. States. He is Thomas Chalmers 
Professor of Theology and Dean of the Faculty of Divinity at the Uni­
versity of Edinburgh. Among his more recent books, two suggest the 
shape of his theology: Jesus the Man and the Myth (London: SCM 
Press and New York: Paulist Press, 1979) and The Christian Experi­
ence of God as Trinity (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1983). Mackey 
makes no claims to be doing a "systematic theology"; these titles are 
simply clues to a theology serious about Jesus Christ and the triune 
God through taking seriously our human experience. 

The present text is, in one way, a survey of theological topics, from 
prolegomena ( c. 1 and 2) to ethics ( c. 6) . Chapters 3 and 4 are a 
Christology-one discussing the divinity of Jes us, the resurrection, and 
the eucharist, and the other the life of Jesus. Chapter 5 is an ecclesi­
ology, leading into a discussion of religions and the problems of war 
in the final chapter. Thel'e is scarcely a topic on which we need "a 
sense of direction " that is not touched. It is one of those rare intro· 
ductory texts that will proVie instructive, even for professional theo­
logians. 

Indeed, I would even say primarily for professional theologians, for 
(despite the standard ordering of chapters) Mackey presents a daunting 
argument-probably much too daunting for the general reader or even 
most students to decide whether this is the direction he or she wishes 
to go. Perhaps this is the price one must pay for a text in a series that 
aims to be both introductory and original. In any case, the book is 
challenging not because of the technical thinkers he discusses. (It might 
be hard to find a more clear and witty summary of Heidegger.) The 
problem is this-,the first chapter begins with three ways of handling 
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"the problem of J esus's relationship to the Christian religion"; the 
quest for the historical J e:;ms, general discussions of the relationship 
between faith and history, and most importantly European philosophies 
which discuss the " temporality of being " in the shadow of Hegel 
(Heidegger, Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty). We all, it conveniently turns 
out, have a primordial faith which " takes the form of an act of his· 
torical imagination" (30). But such imagination, it also turns out, 
is founded in emotions like love and fear, "the springs of all human 
action" (32), and this leads Mackey to investigate "humanist praxis," 
particularly Marx' " practicalist thesis " ( c. 2) . The key prolegomena! 
axiom is eventually stated this way: " the truth of any particular way 
lies not in its conceptual claims and their argued supports, but in its 
proven ability to lead humanity to a better condition" (164,) 

Here is more than a " sense " of direction: it is a firm one--" author­
itative " if not " original," for clearly stands in a modern 
tradition which would have us " begin with faith rather than revela­
tion, with the man rather than the God" (24). There are two major 
ways to reject this direction. One rejects it simpliciter, arguing that 
God's revelation is such that there is no to from to get 
there; in its we argue in Anselmian fashion that 
we cannot even conceive of this sans God. Another simply 
does not know what to make of the choice between faith and 
man and God. We-I include here-reject Mackey's direction 
not simplicter but secundum quid. anthropological starting 
point (somehow) leads him into three concentric points of access to 
Jes us: the biblical the deaths of the martyrs, and the ritual 
drama of the eucharist (61). The key phrase is "helps him unpack," 
for here Mackey seems less concerned with these stories 
and rituals and lives of love with the anthropological point from which 
he " begins " than elucidating them " from within " phrase), ex­
hibiting (rather than, say, arguing for) their dramatic power. Nowhere 
is this clearer than in his theology of the eucharist. Eucharistic practice 
is "the greatest " act of historical imagination, for rituals are symbolic 
acts 1n which all can participate in a way that " units story and action " 
( 61). The divinity of Jes us becomes an issue for praxis precisely in 
those resurrection accounts tightly bound to a Eucharistic context; our 
Eucharist is " the normal setting for an encounter with the Risen/ 
Lord " (73). Not surprisingly, his ecclesiology rejects placing any 
doctrinal or particularly fostitutional issues prior to intercommunion 
(149, 152). And, in his final chapter, "eucharistic praxis ... is the 
Christian alternative to war . . . the essence of Christianity, which 
Christians have most commonly betrayed" (1985). 

Thus, the Eucharist is the central (but by no means the only) clue 
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thart Mackey is a world away from those theologians who make a sup­
posed common anthropology the foundational Procrustean bed for our 
Scriptures, our worship, our martyrs. He speaks prophetically-I 
almost said incants, for he thinks that " language in essence is incan­
tation " ( 65) and writes that way-to both church and world. The 
Church as the body of Christ is extraordinarily important. Indeed, " the 
church, the body of christ, is the third ' persona ' of the Christian Trin­
ity, as Jesus of Nazareth is the second 'persona'" (128, 130). By the 
time he arrives at the final chapter he no longer speaks to a world 
uniformly enthralled with praxis but from a world of a " div·ided 
humanity" (157)-divided religiously and politically. We are left 
wondering how a divided humanity can provide the sense of direction 
we seek. What, we are forced to ask, is the relationship between a 
eucharistically focused, quasi-divinized church and a humanity at once 
divided and deserving of our loyalty? Which gives us our sense of 
direction? Or do we stand perched on the boundary between both? 
Ultimately Mackey says that "I do look to Christianity in quest of ... 
an alternative [to the suicidal manner in which the human race now 
settles its differences] for the very simple reason that Christianity is all 
I really know." ( 181) But this is not true. Mackey knows-really knows 
-lots more than " Christianity," and he knows it better than most of 
us. Further, the theological issue is not what we know or do not know 
hut Jesus Christ proclaimed in Scriptures and celebrated in ritual, 
followed in lives of faith and hope and lov;e in and for a world of 
religious and political diversity and conflict. 

Arguments in systematic theology, says Mackey in a typically delight­
ful turn of phrase, can, " like plots and characters for novelists, begin 
to .take on a life of their own " ( 125) . But, when they do, we must 
recall that they have a life only in certain contexts in relationship to 
certain subject matters. Perhaps if this book were placed in the context 
of Mackey's other works it might be taken quite differently than the 
way suggested here. But, in any case, I would emphasize that this is a 
book to ·he 11ead, as Professor Mackey is a theologian to whom we will 
one day give more attention than we do today. 

Loyola College in Maryland 
Baltimore, Maryland 

JAMES J. BUCKLEY 
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Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism: The Latin Tradition. By STEPHEN 
GERSH, Publications in Medieval Studies, No. 23, edited by Ralph 
Mcinerny. Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1986. Vol. I: Pp. xx+ 413. Vol. II: Pp. xviii+ 500. $75 (cloth). 

In his new book Stephen Gersh pursues an ambitious and worthy 
goal: to provide an encyclopedic survey, from Cicero to Boethius, of 
the Platonists who wrote in Latin and wern the primary sources for the 
diffusion of Platonic doctrine in the Christian Middle Ages. Those 
interested in the subject will be delighted to learn that this study, 
despite its massive scale, is actually an introduction to a large project 
-the hiSJtory of the mediev1al Platonic tradition, especially in the eighth, 
ninth and eleventh centuries. These volumes (in conjunction with the 
succeeding volumes) will be of great interest both to medievalists and 
to historians of philosophy in late antiquity. 

The introduction addresses several important historical questions, 
the most important of which is the relationship between Plato and 
later Platonism. Like may historians of late antique and medieval 
philosophy Gersh sees the Middle Platonists and Neoplatonists as much 
more faithful followers of Plato .than most scholars of ancient philos­
ophy would concede. His argument for the rapprochement of Plato 
and later Platonists follows the tradition of eminent scholars like 
Festugiere and de Vogel; in the end he rejects, justifiably I think, a 
rigid distinction hetween Platonic doctrine on the one hand and the 
uncritical, syncretistic Platonism of the Neoplatonists on the other in 
favor of the view that later Platonists made explicit doctrine out of the 
implicit statements and casual remarks of Plato. My only complaint 
is with Gersh's procedure: anyone unfamiliar with the stormy debates 
on the issue of Neoplatonic fidelity to Plato will finish his discussion 
with little awareness of the serious problems of interpretation that will 
perhaps always remain. 

Another question raised is: Which thinkers should be discussed? 
Though he clearly recognizes the significant role played by patristic 
writers in transmitting Platonic doctrine to the Middle Ages, Gersh 
chooses to limit the study to pagan sources or those, like Boethius, who 
write in the pagan philosophical tradivion. The strategy is certainly 
valid, given the great dependence of the Fathers on the indirect tradi­
tion, but more extensive consideration of their _widely varying attitudes 
towards the assimilation of Platonism into Christian philosophy would 
have ·been desirable. Significant difficulties are sidestepped when 
Christian writers are classified under the rubrics of ' Christian Middle 
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Platonic' and 'Christian Neoplatonic '. Under the latter Gersh includes 
Augustine despite the fact that in many respects-e.g. on the ineffability 
of the First Principle, rigorous application of negative theology, and the 
status of the intelligible world-Augustine's views are much closer to 
Middle Platonism than to Neoplatonism. This is often true of the Greek 
Fathers as well, despite their closer familiarity with Plotinian texts. 
A more precise demarcation of the lines of influence is required here. 

The study is divided into chapters devoted to exposition of the 
views of the major Latin writers who served as sources for 
medieval writers (approximate length of chapters fa noted in paren­
theses) : Cicero ( 100), Seneca ( 40), Gellius ( 15), Apuleius ( 15), the 
Latin Asclepius (60), Calcidius (70), Macrobius (105), Martianus 
Capella (50), Boethius (70), several excursuses on minor authors, and 
an appendix on Varro ( 30). The size and quality of several chapters 
make them among the most important studies in English of their sub­
jects, especially in the cases of Cicero, Apuleius, Calcidius, Macrobius, 
and the Latin Asclepius. Each section is arranged roughly in the same 
manner: an introductory footnote (often running to several pages) 
which provides in exhaustive detail the bibliography on an author's 
influence in the Middle Ages; an account of the author's dates, works, 
and influences on him; and finally an exposition of central doctrines, 
the heart of each chapter. To organize this extensive doxographical tour 
Gersh explains how each writer treats the same metaphysical themes: 
the relation of macrocosm to microcosm and of transcendence to im­
manence; the nature of the first and second principles; the theory of 
forms; and the nature of the soul. If one wishes to ascertain the views 
of several Latin Platonists on, say, the theory of forms, it is quite 
easy to consult the relevant section in each chapter. Nevertheless, one 
shortcoming stems from the decision to focus, sometimes exclusively, 
on the science traditionally called physics (i.e. theology and psychol­
ogy), at the expense particularly of ethics and of logic. Certainly, 
theology and psychology (spilling over into cosmology) are the prime 
concerns of both late antique and medieval Platonists (revealing the 
fundamental importance of the Timaeus throughout the period), but 
the severely abbreviated treatment of ethics often distorts the full range 
of an author's thought. Generally, however, Gersh is to he praised for 
explicating in great detail how an author handles the great themes of 
Platonic metaphysics. 

In the first chapter on Cicero Gersh faces a somewhat unusual 
challenge in that, unlike most of the other philosophies discussed, 
Cicero's Platonism is largely the impure hybrid generated by the blend­
ing of the eclectic Stoic Platonism of Antiochus of Ascalon and the 
New Academic scepticism of Philo of Larissa. He carefully surveys 
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the effects of Stoicism on Cicero's thinking, but still wishes to emphasfae 
that Cicero considered himself a Platonist. At ,times I think he goes too 
far, as when he too closely assimilates Antiochus's epistemology, the 
foundation for Cicero's views, to the Platonic theory of forms. Or when 
he draws too close an analogy between the Stoic theory of tensional 
motion in the cosmic pneuma and the disorderly motion in Plato's 
receptacle. And there is a tendecy to Cicero's Stoic material­
ism so as to discern a structuaral similarity in the ways of both Stoics 
and Platonists developed theories of macrocosm and microcosm. He 
is quick to point out that no Latin writer before Apuleius dearly defines 
the transcendent sphere as incorporeal, but in Cicero's case he is eager 
to accept the hypothesis of a spiritualizing tendency in Stoicism which 
found a resonace in Cicero. This is slightly tendentious, though it is 
no easy matter to determine Cicero's center of gravity on many philo­
sophical issues. On the question of the immortality of the soul, however, 
Gersh is able to demonstrate that Cicero is heavily indebted to Plato 
(especially the Phaedo) ; and Cicero seems to have accepted the tri­
partition of the soul as presented in Republic IV and to have rejected 
Stoic psychological dualism. In delineating Platonic pulls and Stoic 
counter-pulls Gersh generally conveys an accurate impression of the 
tensions in Cicero's mind, hut a rather important point is ignored: as 
an eclectic systematizer Cicero, like his Hellenistic sources, embodies 
a shifit in ancient philosophy toward dogmatization and rationalism. 
Doctrinal hardening is evident in many of the later Platonists as well, 
which is all the more reason to underscore its significance in any 
attempt to determine whether later Platonists were faithful to Plato's 
philosophizing. 

The value of the study lies not so much in its originality as in the 
systematic arrangement of key texts under the thematic rubrics noted 
above. Thus, we can see at a glance that Seneca's views on the inter· 
dependence of transcendence and immanence-that God is equivalent 
to and distinct from the cosmos-define his perspective as primarily 
Stoic with identifiable Platonizing tendencies. The discussion of 
Episiles 58 and 65, for example, is useful in the context of the doxo­
graphical survey, but offers nothing what can he found in John 
Dillon's The Middle Platonists (London 1977), a book that covers 
much of the same ground as Gersh's. A more complete picture of 
Apuleius emerges from Dillon's discussion of this second-century 
Platonist, but Gersh's very long chapter offers a more detailed treatment 
of his assimilation and transformation of the traditional ontological 
triad God, and matter. Especially valuable are the sections on 
Apuleius's six triadic ontological schemata, his expansive terminology 
for the Platonic forms, and his elahora:te demonology, an important 
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theme in late antique philosophy and religion. Another problem he 
wrestles with is Apuleius's ambivalence towards identifying Intellect 
(nous) with God or the soul. Gersh correctly notes that, while Plato 
linked intelligence with soul, Apuleius, like many Middle Platonists, 
wanted to have it both ways. Problematic here is the argument that 
the Middle Platonic fusion of Plato's Demiurge and Paradigm reflects 
Plato's own position. This claim is quite speculative and is insufficiently 
argued. Nevertheless, the chapter on Apuleius stands as the major 
study in English on Apuleius as a Platonic philosopher. 

Although heavily dependent on the work of Festugiere, the great 
French scholar of the Hermetica, the chapter on the Latin Asclepius 
constitutes the best single study in English. Gersh's careful analysis 
reveals how Stoic and other elements are intertwined in a 
complex syncretistic web. God is a transcendent, self-thinking, immo­
bile Intellect (Platonic), but he is also immanent in the world (Stoic). 
A notable departure from either tradition is the notion that intellectual 
illumination " is a personal act of the divinity," an attitude typical of 
late antique religiosity. Also unusual is the Hermeticist's description of 
love as God, unusual at least in the pagan pholosophical tradition until 
Plotinus (cf. Enneads VI.8[38].15-16), though even Plotinus did not 
venture to characterize the divine nature as bisexual. 

In the second volume the shifts to who were influenced 
by both Middle Platonists and Neoplatonists: Calcidius, Macrobius, 
Martianus Capella, and Boethius. Proper assessment of Calcidius's 
Platonism is essential because, as Gersh emphasizes, Calcidius's influ­
ence in the Middle Ages is synonoymous with that of the Timaeus, 
which he translated into Latin with extensive commentary. Here he 
necessarily engages in extensive Quellenforschung, with mixed results. 
To the question who are the primary sources of Calcidius's commentary 
he correctly diminishes the case for Plotinus (though he cites many 
passages as parallels) in favor of Porphyry, the influential 
interpretation of J. H. Washink. On Gersh's view, Calcidius's brief 
statements that God transcends substance and Intellect indicate strong 
Neoplatonic influence. But surely it is significant that Calcidius never 
refers to God or the First Principle as the One, an absolutely crucial 
aspect of both Plotinian and Porphyrian metaphysics. And the Porphy­
rian texts he cites as possible sources specifically refer to the One. 
Moreover, as Gersh himself notes, Calcidius follows the Middle Platonic 
tradition, notably Albinus and Numenius, in asserting that the divine 
mind contains the forms as its thoughts. On this historical problem l 
prefer Dillon's view that we should fit Calcidius into the Middle Platonic 
spectrum. Gersh argues the case for Porphyrian influence on Calcidius's 
theory of matter as well. Here the problem is more intractable. On the 
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one hand, Porphyry would seem to he the most likely source of Cal­
cidius's view that matter is both corporeal and incorporeal, on the 
other hand, deriving specific attributes of matter from Porphyry-that 
it is formless and lacks goodness-is unconvincing. Albinus too employs 
the term "formless" (aneideos: Epitome VIH.2). And why empha­
size Porphyry as a source of the negative view of matter when Numenius 
seems a better candidate? On the immutability of matter his case for 
Porphyry is more convincing, but it is difficult to accept Neoplatonic 
provenance for Calcidius's theory that matter is an independent princi­
ple. But I think we should accept the arguments of W aszink and Gersh 
that Porphyry is the source of Calcidius's rejection of transmigration 
into beasts, a marked departure from the position of eariler Platonists. 
In sum, Calcidius may have been influenced by Porphyry on certain 
points, but these are not sufficiently decisive to characterize his meta­
physics as more Neoplotonic than Middle Platonic. 

In Macrobius we have a late Latin writer who is clearly influenced 
by the Neoplatonists, though still indebted to Middle Platonists like 
Numenius. The question here is which Neoplatonists. Gersh's Quellen­
f orschung in this chapter is most j udicicious: steering a subtly nuanced, 
middle course between scholars who trace Macrobius's Platonism either 
to Porphyry (Mras and Courcelle) or to Plotinus (Henry), he convinc­
ingly argues that both are important in different spheres. Plotinus is 
especially prominent in Macrobius's theory of causation, a problem 
left largely unexplored by Middle Platonists. The first principle re­
mains unchanged as it diffuses its creative power. The Neoplatonic 
theory of procession and reversion is followed quite closely in the 
account of the generation of Intellect, the second principle: Intellect is 
formed when the processive outflow from the " highest God " turns back 
to contemplate " its father." At the same time Macrobius departs from 
both Plotinus and Porphyry when he ·asserts that the generation of the 
soul results from Intellect's turning towards lower things. This descent 
of Intellect, Gersh acutely suggests, may indicate a Numenian reading 
of the standard N eoplatonic theory (a large repertory of texts drives 
home the point). On the allegorical presentation of the cosmological 
function of the soul, including a marked interest in solar theology, 
the influence of Porphyry and the Chaldaean Oracles is clear. And 
Macrobius's fascination with eschatalogical (e.g. the function of the 
soul-envelope) and astronomical questions reflect the unPlotinian inter­
ests of Porphyry and Numenius. 

Martianus Capella is considerably less important philosophically 
since his De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mercuriis is primarily devoted to 
an elaborate allegorical exposition of the ancient educational ideal, 
especially in Bks. HI-IXo Gersh concisely articulates the theological 
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and psycholOgical doctrine developed in Bks. I-II in terms of the tradi­
tional theme of macrocosm and microcosm. Theologically, the author 
understands the classical gods as symbolizing intellects, heavenly bodies, 
or spirits. The allegorizing tendencies of Porphyry and even Proclus 
are much in evidence, as abundant citation of parallel texts demonstrates. 
The most important psychological doctrine inherited from the Neo­
platonists, albeit greatly simplified and heavily allegorized, is the 
deification of the divine (Mercury) and human (Philology) intellects. 
Gersh breaks no new ground in this chapter, but his crisp presentation 
of Martianus's allegory against the Neoplatonic metaphysical back­
ground affords an easy grasp of how he fits into the Platonic tradition. 

The outstanding virtue of this study is that it assembles the fruits of 
decades of scholarship and, together with exhaustive textual summaries 
and quotations, weds Quellenforschung with incisive analysis. It is a 
gold mine of information for scholars of late antique and medieval 
philosophy, who now have all the evidence at their fingertips, even if 
specific interpretations do not always warrant assent. I look forward 
with great eagerness to the appearance of the subsequent volumes. The 
bibliography is outstanding and the index of Latin texts is quite useful. 
In this time of increasingly shoddy copy editing, the University of 
Notre Dame Press is to be commended for producing such a large and 
complex book with so few misprints (I noticed fewer than half a dozen, 
and all of them minor) . 

Department of Philosophy 
University of New Mexico 
Albuquerque, New Mexico 

JOHN BussANICH 

Ordering Wisdom. The Hierarchy of Philosophical Discourse in 
Aquinas. By MARK D. JoRDAN. Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1986. 297 pp., bibliography and index. Hardcover, 
$35.00. 

Thomas Aquinas is primarily a theologian. The object of the majority 
of his works is the revealed God. He is also a philosopher-a great 
one-although in thiis modality he is much less known. The greater part 
of his philosophical works are commentaries on Aristotle. Consequently, 
although his commentaries are masterpieces, the reader does not know 
how much Thomas ·agrees with the Greek philosopher, and how much 
his commentaries are his own doctrine. Any serious study of Aquinas 
as a philosopher is therefore welcome. 
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The present volume, Ordering Wisdom: The Hierarchy of Philo­
sophical Discourse in Aquinas, by Mark Jordan, is indeed a profound 
and professional investigation of Aquinas as a philosopher. The scope 
of Jordan's volume is ambtitious and modest at the same time. Ambi­
tious because there are a lot of philosophical questions discussed in the 
volume. Modest because the reader cannot expect an exhaustive ex­
planation of the contents of Aquinas's philosophical works. 

The present work is not easy to read. It is very synthetic and dense, 
on occasion a little obscure, but always profound and very personal. 
Jordan 1is a philosopher familiar with his subject. The book is really 
an "ordering wisdom," which positions the different discourses as part 
of a whole. Analysis and synthesis are used hand in hand, and the 
reader feels satisfied with new insights. 

The texts are presented in relation to their historical sources. We 
know few studies on Aquinas with so many and valuable references to 
the sources: Aristotle, Plato, Boethius, Averroes, Avicena, 
Maimonides, and countless others are to light, and their con-
nection with Aquinas revealed. To know AqUJinas in relation to his 
philosophical sources is to know him better. Jordan's treatise may 
become a classical volume for the understanding of Aquinas's philos­
ophy in relation to tradition. 

The philosophical discourses of appeal to the hut 
this intelligibility is always incomplete and subordinated to the greater 
intelligibility of revelation and theology. Jordan never forgets this, 
and he always reminds us of the intrinsic value of philosophy which, 
in the end, gives way to a greater wisdom. The quotations of Aquinas 
are carefully selected and in Latin. This may perhaps narrow the 
number of readers of this work, but it gains in exactitude and clarity, 
for no ideal translation can match the original Latin text. 

For whom is this volume written? What is the purpose of these dis­
courses? Those who wish to investigate the hooks of Physics and 
Metaphysics must engross themselves in a prolonged investigation of 
them. Jordan's discourses are not substitutes for this essential effort, 
but before beginning I may recommend that one read what Jordan says 
first, then study carefully Aquinas's own works, and finally go hack to 
these discources in order to evaluate both-Jordan's synthesis and one's 
own conclusions. Jordan can provide one with a good start and a 
valuable end. The present volume also contains a great amount of 
information that can save many hours of research. 

It is impossible to review in detail the many problems discussed in 
this work, so we will consider only a few. 

In Part One, Jordan deals with " Words and Signs " and the Arts 
of the Triviitm. Chapter 1 deals with the elements of philosophical 
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discourses, namely, the words and signs which Aquinas investiigates in 
the obscure treatise of Peri Hermeneias. The words are the chief signs, 
as already emphasized by Augustine in De Doctrina Christiana. The 
reference to intention found in Augustine marks the addition which he 
made to Aristotle. " The theory of intentional sign is given added 
importance when it takes on its crucial role in the theory of scriptual 
exegesis" (p. 22). The appeal to intention is used by Thomas in the 
Summa to secure a plurality of meanings in the literal sense. " The 
assertion of that plurality is linked �w�~�t�h� ·the mention of the Spirit's 
intention as author of Scripture, i.e. with the second way of defining the 
literal sense " (p. 28). This intention is often forgotten by exegetes 
and theologi'ans. 

In another question Jordan discusses the connection between the 
" outer word " and the "inner word." Bernard Lonergan has discussed 
the Thomist doctrine regarding the inner words in well knoiWD articles. 
But Lonergan set aside the treatment of the " verbum " in the Sentences 
(p. 33). "Lonergan is right to say Aquinas will lated call the intuition 
a ' verbum.' He is wrong to conclude that this is due to an abandon­
ment of the principle of manifestation" (p. 35). When the concept of 
the mind is ordered to communicate with others, then it is called verbum 
cordis. Then Jordan makes a profound critical analysis of Aquinas 
concerning the relation between the verbum cordis and the concept 
of the mind. The inner verbum is an intelligible " likeness " of things; 
the outer verbum is a conventional sign of the inner (p. 39). 

Words and signs have limitations. For Jordan, without the trivium 
the linguistic meaning would remain almost entirely in potency. With 
the trivium, language is opened to the possibility of philosophical 
teaching and speculative science (p. 39). Hence, the trivium is dis­
cussed in Chapter 2, which is divided into several parts, the most rele­
vant of them is the last, namely Aquinas's order of the sciences. "The 
greatest of this text on the scientiae is found at the end of Thomas's 
exposition of De Trinitate by Boethius" (p. 77). The commentary of 
Aquinas is famous and most important with regard to the division of 
the sciences and their methodology. Jordan devotes several pages to 
the explanation of this treatise in a synthetic and profound way (p. 83) . 
Is this expositio part of the logic? On occasion, Jordan seems to defend 
this opinion, hut it really belongs to metaphysics in its sapiential func­
tion to reflect upon the sciences and to divide them. 

Chapter 3 deals with discourses about physical causes. "The most 
revealing point in the discourse of physics is the account of physical 
causes" (p. 87). The object of the book of Physics is the ens mobile 
as mobile. In contrast to Averroes, Aquinas says that the Physics has 
its own principles which are truly intelligible (p. 94). The first book 
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of the Physics is indeed a search for the first intelligible priinciples of 
mobile beings, prime matter and substantial form. Science is abstract 
universal knowledge. But the goal of science requires much more, 
namely knowledge which is carnied down to the actual knowledge of 
specific differences (p. 97). This is the great achievement of contem­
porary physics, which would have pleased Aquinas. 

Later, Jordan writes that Aquinas " uses grammatical evidence in 
securing the analysis of the first principles of physics" (p. 98). This 
may mislead readers to believe that Aquinas's analysis of physics 
reduces part of this treatise to logic, which is not the case. 

The privileged role of the final cause, as the cause of causes is 
rightly emphasized (p. 105). Also emphasized are the limitations of 
knowledge in physics, which Jordan calls " literalism": ( l) it is not 
possible to exhaust the significance of what is known; (2) the modes 
of knowing are not identical to the modes of being; (3) the doctrine 
of analogy (p. 116). 

In Chapter 4 covers discourses about the soul. The intelligibility of 
the human soul is more complex than physics because the soul is the 
boundary between the corporeal and incorporeal (p. 117). Concerning 
psychology, Jordan says "the whole discourse takes the character from 
the limitations of the soul's knowledge of itself " (p. 87) . Through 
introspection we are aware of the existence of the soul, not of its nature. 
The knowledge of the human soul fa achieved chiefly by the observation 
of the activity of the powers, especially the intellect, will, internal senses 
and passions. " Thus, it suggests that the discourse of phsychology re­
places the literalism of self inspection with the promise of an end 
reached through acts" (p. 124). The definition of the soul is not 
provided by introspection, but by its acts. 

To summarize: "The discourse about the soul makes the ascent 
possible by denying that one is already complete, accomplished, actual­
ized: it shows the ground for the kind of discourse that moves one 
towards one's own imperfectly grasped end" (p. 148). This is true 
but obscure. 

In Chapter 5 on discourses about first principles, the limit of dis­
course for metaphysics is the limit set by the negative judgment, which 
grasps both esse and the separated substances" (p. 87). 

The object of metaphysics is not God but "ens inquantum est ens" 
(p. 149). But what kind of being is "being insofar as it is being"? 
What is the nature of the judgment of separation by which the entities 
separated from matter are known? Jordan's analysis follows Louis 
Geiger. Separation belongs to the second operation of the mind, the 
judgment, where the truth lies. This judgment tells us that the object 
of metaphysics is separated from matter in reality. The judgment is 
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a negative judgment, namely, it does not include matter although matter 
is not positively e:iccluded. 

Father Wipple has argued ag,ainst the necessity of the existence of 
immaterial beings for the existence of the subject of metaphysics. But 
without the existence of immaterial beings it is impossible to justify 
the third degree of abstraction which corresponds to this discipline. 
For Jordan, "the main difficulty has to do with Wripple's tendency to 
turn back towards 'a kind of apprehension, and intuitive judgment of 
'intelligibility' as the ground of separatio" (p. 160). This is a pro­
found inSiight. 

In De Divinis N ominibus, Aquinas follows Ps-Dionysis, that is, our 
knowledge of God is chiefly negative, because the effects that lead us 
to God are inadequate effects. Hence, "the divine names are to be said 
of God w,ith regard to what they signify, hut not with regard to how 
they signify" (p. 166). The names of God cannot entail any imper­
fection. Then we negate the human way of these names. Finally we 
predioate these names to God supereminently. 

In the last chapter, Jordan compares the styles and method of Aquinas 
and Aristotle. Aquinas's method is summarized first, with Jordan 
stressing the limitations of philosophical knowledge: " Thomas's ani­
martes the texts up to the point where philosophical discourse passes 
over into theology. There, Hnother principle of authorship is required " 
(p. 197). Jordan warns the reader of the incompleteness of both 
philosophical and theological discourses. " Neither discourse is com­
plete. Each points beyond ,itself into the discourse of the blessed, the 
speech of the elect" (p. 201). 

The accurate selected notes should he read to complement the text. 
In addition, the volume includes an extensive bibliography of 25 
pages. We missed Santiago Ramierez's extmordinary synthesis there, 
however, of Aquinas's concept of order in De Ordine Placita Quaedam 
Thomistica. 

We highly recommend this volume to any reader interested in 
Aquinas. 

ANTONIO MORENO, O.P. 

Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology 
Berkeley, California 
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Eckhart: Thought and Language. By FRANK TOBIN. In "The Middle 
Ages," series edited by Edward Peters. Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1986. Pp. xii+ 234. $27.95 (cloth). 

In Umberto Eco's roman d clef, The Name of the Rose, Meister 
Eckhart himself does not appear. However, his name is mentioned 
(unfavorably) by his ideological adversaries, the Spiritual Frianciscans 
traveling to Rome in .the train of their nominalist hero, William of 
Ockham, whose name is likewise mentioned (favorably), but who also 
fails to appear. Eckhart's influence is more sharply felt 1in the reflec­
tions of the narrator, the monk Adso, who in the beginning and end of 
his account describes his longing for the " silent desert where divers1ty 
is never seen, in the privacy where no one finds himself in his proper 
place ... the silent and uninhabited divinity where there is no work 
and no image " ( 501). The penultimate citation in Eco's novel, " Got 
is ein lauter Nichts, ihn riihrt Nun noch Hier," is from Angelus Sile­
sius' seventeenth-century poetic paraphrase of Eckhart, but the phrases 
appear :in several of the Meister's sermons, e.g., DP 59 and DW 69. 

A semiologist of note, for Eco (or at least for Adso) , the kenotic 
spirituality of the Dominican expresses more ade­
quately the fleeting of grasping something, however darkly, of 
the reality of the unnameable God than does the ultimately agnostic 
doctrine of nominalists like Ockham and Bernard of Cluny, for whom 
we are left grasping only at words in the forlorn clutter of proto·logical 
positivism. And in fact, as James Clark observed in his seminal work, 
The Great German Mystics, by the end of the fourteenth century Fran­
ciscan spfr,ituality itself had been won over by the teaching of Meister 
Eckhart. Nevertheless, Adso and Eco both might have some difficulty 
endorsing the interpretation put forth by Dr. Frank Tobin in his recent 
book on Eckhart's thought and language, that "Things correspond 
perfectly to words because things, like words, are the intimations of 
eternal infinity" ( 148). 

Even the Meister might quibble with such a view. Whether or not 
words and things " correspond perfectly" as intimations of infinity, 
Tobin's work itself presents a hearteningly lucid visfon of the place of 
language in Eckhart's teaching and sermons. As professor of German 
at the University of Nevada, author of several books and articles on 
medieval German thought and literature, and collaborator with Dr. 
Bernard McGinn on the second volume of Eckhart's writings and ser­
mons in the Paulist Press series, "Classics of Western Spirituality," 
Tobin is well qualified for such a project. 
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In ·addressing himself to Eckhart's thought and language, Tobin's 
intention is threefold: first, to provide a fundamental account for readers 
interested in the Meister hut who lack a strong background in medieval 
studies; second, to set out for "Germanists" the ways in which Eck­
hart used the "' immature medium " of Middle High German to express 
complex: and ·difficult ideas with astonishing richness and success ; and, 
third, to show students of " medieval thought in general and Meister 
Eckhart in particular " how important language was for Eckhart in 
shaping and expressing his thought. 

Candidly, Tobin suggests (vii) that experts will find little new in his 
treatment, although he perhaps underestimates the richness of his 
own erudition. And despite the wide scope of his presentation, in my 
view Tobin's study largely succeeds in its stated intentions, although 
the relative slendereness of the volume (189 pages of text) imposes 
spatial restrictions that require brevity where a fuller treatment would 
he far more satisfying both to the reader interested rin pursuing Eck­
hart's characteristic themes in greater depth and to the student of 
language concerned with the Meister's understanding and use of spe­
cific terms. 

The book is divided into six sections-histo:dcal and personal back­
ground, Eckhart's doctrine of God and creation, his attitude towarcfs 
and use of language, major characteristic themes, Eckhart's linguistic 
style, and a brief epilogue on the vexed issue of the Meister's status as 
a mystic. Tobin also provides ample footnotes, a useful working bibli­
ography, and very adequate indices of names and terms as well as 
citations from the Latin and German works. Overall, the quality of 
the text is superb. Errors are rare and minor (such as the use of "in" 
for "id" on page 32, line 19). 

As Tobin briefly relates, Meister Eckhart lived (c. 1260 -1327), 
wrote, and preached at a moment in European history between the 
golden age orf scholasticism and its dessication and collapse in the late 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Thought was beginning to turn 
reflexively and critically towards the instrument of its expression and 
away from the ideas and realities expressed by it, as if in anticipation 
of the Renaissance rejection of scholastic Latin for classical rhetorical 
and lyrical forms and, indeed, the power of emerging vernacular 
tongues. 

In one respect, the Dominican looked to the past-as Tobin frequently 
notes, he was fonder of Augustinian Neoplatonism than of Thomistic 
Arisrtotelianism. But in another respect, he anticipated the Renais­
sance in hls impatience with systematic philosophical and theological 
statement and especially in his enthusiasm for the compelling potential 
of vernacular preaching as a medium of discourse and speculation. 
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Tobin reveals Eckhart not only as a metaphysician and theologian of 
surprising vigor, hut even more as a poetic genius. 

From a historical viewpoint, Tobin seems unnecessarily tentative with 
regard to the Neoplatonic bias in Eckhart's metaphysical and spiritual 
doctrine. The Meister was both more and less than a Christian Neo­
platonist; his eclecticism is everywhere evident. But the major strand 
of traditional influence in his teaching is a mixture of Dionysian and 
Augustinian Platonism which became a characteristic feature of the 
school of Albert the Great in the dosing decades of the thirteenth 
century. Tobin himself notes that when forced to chose between Thomas 
Aquinas and the Pseudo-Dionysius, the Meister almost invariably pre­
fers the latter. 

After the introductory chapter on Eckhart's life, doctrinal concerns, 
and approach to scriptural exegesis, Tobin lays out Eckhart's funda­
mental conceptions of the nature of God and creation, relying largely 
on 'the Latin commentaries. His discussion of God as Esse (and, in 
Eckhart's version, Esse as God) is illuminating. Especially valuable for 
the non-expert is his review of the fundamental similarities ,and differ­
ences between Eckhart and Thomas with regard to grace and the 
tension between, for instance, esse virtuale and esse for male, the 
distance between their approaches being much wider than Eckhart 
himself was able or willing to acknowledge. Tobin's evaluation of 
the " speak of the soul" as the ratio superior is convincing, if not 
ground-breaking. 

By a thorough, if condensed, synopsis of the salient features of Eck­
hart's metaphysics, Tobin lays the groundwork for considering the 
spiritual doctrine of the Meister's German sermons and treatises, not 
as a restatement of the former, nor even as its elaboration in the lan­
guage of spirituality, hut as its consequence and development. There is 
a difference between Eckhart the Teacher and Eckhart the Preacher, 
but there ,is an essential unity in the line of his thought. For Tobin, 
the bridge that both unites and distinguishes these aspects of the whole 
Eckhart is the Meister's conception and employment of language. 

In the third chapter, Tobin thus turns to Eckhart's understanding 
and use of language, treating with primary emphasis the question of 
the Names of God and the rdative priorities of esse and unum in Eck­
hart's thought itself as well as in comparison with Thomas. His dis­
cussion of Eckhart's departure from Aquinag, on analogy and the form­
er's strong reliance on Moses Maimonides will profit even the expert 
reader. Similarly, the treatment of Eckhart's subtle dialectic of God 
as "the negation of negation" is laid out concisely and convincingly. 
But neither here nor elsewhere, regrettably, does Tobin devote to Eck­
hart's characteristic use of dialectic the attention it deserves. 
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Further, while useful with respect to Thomas, Tobin's summaries of 
scholastic doctrine are o.ften too brief to assist in jdentifying points 
of similarity and difference between Eckhart and other major scholastic 
figures from Abelard and Gilbert of Poitiers to Nicholas of Cusa. In 
particular, adequate reference to Albert the Great and Dominican 
members of his Cologne school is lacking-much, I suggest, to the 
detriment of the overall discussion. (In this regard, rthe absence of any 
mention of Alain de Lihera's excellent survey, Introduction a W, Mys­
tique Rhenane d'Albert le Grand a Maitre Eckhart, Paris: O.E.I.L., 
1984, is noteworthy.) 

The longest ( 58 pages) and in some respects most interesting 
chapter is devoted to Eckhart's characteristic themes-the Just Man, 
the Birth of the Word in the Soul, Becoming the Son, the role of grace, 
the Spark of the Soul, and poverty of spirit among them. Tobin handles 
these themes well, if in several cases very briefly. Thus, many nuances 
of Eckhart's teaching are passed over, such as the progressive levels of 
"Breakthrough," whether the Birth of the Word in the soul is in any 
sense a conscious experience, the subtle differences between (as well 
as importance of) abgesheidenheit and gelazenheit, and God's "un· 
becoming " ( entwerden) . 

The heart of Tobin's work is the fifth chapter, "Master of Language." 
From a linguistic perspective, Eckhart's Latin writings are mainly 
technical in nature and thus couched in the accepted formalized vocabu­
lary and syntax ·of the schools, although he sometimes surprises us 
even so with unexpected shifts of meaning or emphasis. The German 
works, partioularly the sermons, are richer as well as much more 
difficult to fathom because of their creative, poetic turns of phrase, 
Eckhart's fondness for rhetorical exaggeration and paradox, and his 
perhaps inevitably oblique if not deliberately evasive use of imagery. 

In addition to a general overview of Eckhart's use of the vernacular, 
his major stylistic characteristics, and his penchant for a-logical or 
anti-logical modes of expression, among the major elements Tobin 
discusses are the rhetorical devices the Meister particularly delighted 
in-antithesis and paradox, parallelism, hyperbole, and "word games." 
The latter section (pp. 171-81), especially the analysis of linguistic 
puns, prov.ides a fascinating glimpse into the humorous, " playful " side 
of Eckhart's personality. 

Because of Tobin's expertise in language studies, it is l'egrettahle that 
the preceding lengthy concentration on Eckhart's philosophical and 
theological themes in effect relegates the chapter on the nature and 
role of language .in shaping and expressing the Meister's thought to 
second place in both length and depth of discussion. After pursuing 
Eckhart's dialectic from the " bubbling up" of divinity into personal 
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expression and creation to the return of all things to their eternal origin, 
the rhetorical analysis may also seem somewhat flat and anti-climactical. 
Nonetheless, it is here that Tobin contributes most valuably from his 
own discipline towards a fuller understanding of Eckhart the Preacher 
and spiritual guide. 

Ultimately, as Tobin himself argues (145), Eckhart was chary of 
language as an adequate way of expressing what is of ultimate im­
portance in life. In this he was closer to Wittengenstein than to Ock­
ham, or so it would seem to Eco/ Adso and generally for Tobin. Witt­
genstein himself was at least half a mystic, for whom silence was the 
last recourse of speech. In that, he follows the same path as Eckhart. 
And regardless of which side in the current debate one takes with 
respect to Eckhart's status as a mystic, other mystics-Angelus Silesius 
among them-have not failed to recognize the Master of the silent desert 
of the Godhead as one of their own. 

In a brief, eight-page epilogue, Tobin begins a generally constructive 
discussion of Eckhart's mysticism with a half-embarrased disclaimer 
that in terms of " contemporary " definitions of mysticism, little can be 
decided one way or the other. Regrettably, as for many recent authors, 
Tobin's unnamed sources for such notions of mysticism ostensibly 
proceed from misconceptions based largely on nineteenth-century re­
actions to German romaticism. If the contemporary term is vague, as 
Tobin complains, it is because it has been divorced from its ancient and 
consistent heritage in Christian spirituality. Had he chosen instead to 
consult the profound and usually pellucid discussions of mysticism 
available within the field of spiritual scholarship, his task would have 
been less odious and much simpler. (Among such sources, American 
and continental, I would include in passing William Inge, Baron von 
Hiigel, William James, Evelyn Underhill, W:illiam Ernest Hocking, 
Rufus Jones, Joseph Marechal, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Jacques 
Maritain, Joseph de Guibert, Henri Bergson, Vladimir Lossky, David 
Knowles, Conrad Pepler, Louis Bouyer, and Daisetz Suzuki-for whom 
Eckhart's status as a mystic is, incidentally, unshakably secure.) 

Further, the debate among the previous generation of Eckhart 
scholars, Quint, Kunisch, Clark, Fischer, and Kelley, is not only beside 
the point, it is no longer even moot after Quint's demolition of Fischer's 
argument in his article, " Textverntandnis und Textkritik in der 
Meister-Eckhart-Forschung," Festschrift fur Fritz Tschirch, 1972, pp. 
170-86. (C. F. Kelley's 1977 treatment of Eckhart in this respect stands 
apart as particularly eccentric.) 

Despite the halting prelude, Tobin proceeds by summary steps to 
conclude that from the viewpoint of both thought and language, Eck­
hart was undeniably mystical in his metaphysics, asceticism, and 
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preaching. The question posed by Richard Kieckhefer whether the 
mystical birth of the Word in the soul can be considered to be a 
conscious event (discussed briefly on p. 191) may not be capable of 
satisfactory resolution in terms of modern psychology, especially pop 
psychology. But there is ample evidence in Eckhart's own words (cf. 
Sermons DW 10 and DW 68) that awareness must accompany such a 
breakthrough to be fully human, even if the awareness itself is not the 
source of bliss. 

The preceding misgivings notwithstanding, I consider Frank Tobin's 
book to be a major contribution by a serious scholar in the field, a 
necessary adjunct in the rapidly growing number of vcolumes in the 
field of Eckhart studies. As a primer of scholastic thought and language, 
it .fa an excellent introductory text, especially for readers unfamiliar 
with the area. And, despite Tobin's modest reservations, even medieval 
Germanists and Eckhart specialists will find much in it of value. It is 
a book that can be consulted thoughtfully 1and 1even freqently with 
pl'ofit. 

Loyola University of Chicago 
Chicago, Illinois 

RICHARD WooDs, O.P. 

The Virtue of Faith and Other Essays in Philosophical Theology. By 
ROBERT MERRIHEW ADAMS. New York and Oxford: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1987. Pp. 270. 

This impressive volume includes most of the material on the philo­
sophy of religion that the author has published in the last fifteen 
years, together with some additional items. Philosophy of religion 
has close links with other areas of philosophy, for instance metaphysics, 
epistemology, ethics, and the philosophy of mind; and several papers 
argue that theistic belief consorts well with otherwise acceptable posi­
tions in these areas. The author roundly contests the view that has re­
cently been in vogue, that there is no matter of fact about the existence 
and nature of God, and that as a consequence human religious phe­
nomena are the only religious subject matter available for such studies 
as are to claim academic respectability. He is vehemently 'realist' in 
this matter. Whatever our beliefs about the issue, he insists, God exists 
or does not exist, is omnipotent or is not omnipotent, and so forth. 

The author's realism is combined with what he sees as a moderate 
scepticism. It is liable to be objected that scepticism naturally and in­
evitably leads to subjectivism and anti-realism, but this, according to 
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the author, is a mistake. After all, the assumption, made by persons 
of common sense and by most philosophers, that physical objects exist 
and have the properties that they do have independently of our per­
ceiving and thinking about them, implies that there is a gap between 
objects and our apprehensions of them, which is such that we can never 
he totally certain of their reality by way of any possible experience. 
'This gap inevitably introduces a greater or smaller degree of un­
provability into our beliefs about the objectively real. Realism thus 
goes naturally with some kind of scepticism, and with a need for 
faith.' This consorts well with the author's view that in matters of 
religion, as in most matters of concern to philosophers, conclusive 
proof is impossible, for all that beliefs on these topics may he more 
or less reasonable, and firm convictions may be appropriate. Thus, 
while there are no knock-down proofs for the existense of God, the 
traditional arguments have, and deserve to have, some persausive 
force, especially when considered cumulatively. Most of the papers 
here are meant to contribute at least indirectly to such a cumulative 
case for the existence of God, clearing away some objection, or putting 
some aspect of theistic belief in a more favorable light than that in 
which it often appears. 

The hook is divided into four sections, on faith, the problem of 
evil, God and ethics, and the metaphysics of theism. While all of the 
papers display admirable learning and philosophical skill, I was par­
ticularly intrigued by the last one, 'Flavors, Colors and God'. Here 
it is argued, following Descartes and Locke, that the best explanation 
of the manner in which phenomenal qualia are apparently related to 
physical properties is a theological one. Elsewhere, Anselm's argu­
ments are formalized with dazzling erudition in terms of Quine's 
Methods of Logic; a number of alleged proofs that all real existence 
is contingent are refuted; a modified divine command theory of ethics 
is put forward; it is urged that ' the necessity of permitting some evil 
in order to have free will in creatures may play a part in a theodicy 
but cannot bear the whole weight of it '; and it is claimed that, while 
the Judeo-Christian theist must have it that the actual world is a good 
world, he need not maintain that it is the best of all possible worlds. 

University of Calgary 
Calgary, Alberta, Canada 

HUGO MEYNELL 
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Toward an American Catholic Moral Theology. By CHARLES E. CURRAN. 

Notre Dame, Indiana: Notre Dame Press, 1987. Pp. 221. $18.95 
(cloth). 

This latest book by Charles Curran, Professor of Moral Theology at 
Catholic University of America, is a collection of essays written during 
the past several years. Curran gathers the first four under the heading, 
" Moral Theology Looks at Itself," and the second five under that of 
"Moral Theology Looks at Our Society." The thread that holds them 
together may be gleaned from the title of the book: all the essays deal 
with moral theology in a specifically American context, whether it be 
the historical development of American moral theology (first two 
essays) , the dialogue among American moralists concerning the unique­
ness of Christian ethics (third essay) , their dialogue with biomedicine 
and bioethics (fourth essay), or the specifically American ethical ques­
tions raised by the phenomena of taxation, filial responsibility to elderly 
parents, religious freedom and human rights both in society and in 
the Church, the bishops pastoral letter on the economy, and the dif­
ference between personal morality and public policy (last five essays) . 

Several important themes recur throughout a number of these chap· 
ters, and a few words should be said about at least some of them. The 
first deals with what Curran understands to be profound shift that has 
occurred in the discipline of moral theology itself since Vatican II. In 
the centuries between the Counter-Reformation and our own time (when 
the dominating genre of moral theology was that of the /nstitutiones 
theologae moralis) , Curran stresses that the role of the moral theologian 
was primarily to train priests as confessors for the sacrament of pen­
ance, which meant to train them to judge the various degrees of sin­
fulness involved in particular acts. Moral theology was something that 
took place almost exclusively in the seminary, and was more a pro­
fessional than an academic discipline (and indeed a professional dis­
cipline that was considered to be directly dependent upon the magis­
terium for both its content and its practitioner's competence to teach). 
Since the Council, however, the centers of moral theology have in­
creasingly shifted from the seminary to the university, from a profes­
sional training of confessors as judges to the academic role of critical 
reflection on the whole of Christian life; it has become increasingly de­
clericalized and academically professionalized, one implication of which 
is a new-found concern with academic freedom and a consequent 
critique of any position which would hold that true Catholic moral 
theology is dependent upon a (revocable) canonical mission to teach. 
American moral theology has become an autonomous academic disci-
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pline according to Curran, a discipline in which competency to teach 
is dependent upon academic, rather than canonical, considerations. 

Secondly, Curran often takes up the question of the tensions that 
exist within the Church, especially those between the magisterium and 
moral theologians. He traces these tensions to three factors: to a 
modern historical consciousness, shared in general by the latter, but 
not by the former; to different views of the roles of theology within 
the Church (for instance, the question of whether or not there can be 
a pluralism of theologies which are all genuinely Christian, and the 
closely allied one as to whether or not theology is but a continuation 
of the hierarchical teaching office) ; and especially to different eccle­
siologies held by the two groups (for instance, the Church-as-primarily­
hierarchy versus the Church-as-People of God). It is in the context of 
these tensions that Curran discusses the role of dissent within the 
Church, a role to which he assigns an important and necessary place. 

Thirdly, Curran stresses (particularly in his discussion of ecumenical 
issues) the unique place of the concept of mediation in both traditional 
and contemporary Catholic moral theology. By ' mediation ' Curran 
means that " Catholic ethics appeals, not immediately to the will or 
word of God, but rather to the human that mediates the divine will 
and word " ( 34) . The implications of this become especially important 
in the final :five chapters, in which Curran stresses again and again 
that the gospel " ... does not provide a shortcut which avoids the 
human and supplies rather direct and easy answers to complex social 
problems" (177). Instead, that gospel is mediated in and through 
human experience and the human and social sciences, a thorough 
knowledge of which is necessary for making contemporary moral 
judgments. For example, "one cannot go directly from the gospel 
[or the tradition] to a specific ethical conclusion in a complex eco­
nomic issue" (177). Curran here argues for the very traditional 
understanding of the place of reason in understanding the will of God 
in the concrete circumstances of life. 

Fourthly, Curran stresses the importance of the shift from 'classi­
cist' to 'historical' consciousness, with the latter's recognition of the 
importance of the particular, the historical, the individual, and the 
developing, along with its penchant for the inductive method, con­
trasted with the former's stress on the "eternal, the immutable, and the 
unchanging " ( 67), and its propensity for the deductive. This shift 
has especially important implications for questions raised by bio­
medicine, which " emphasizes that humankind is not something static. 
given once and for all, but is rather changing and developing" (67). 
Indeed, it is Curran's understanding of historical consciousness that 
really explains the title of this book: moral theology cannot he done 
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in the universal, but rather is intrinsically conditioned by the historical 
context of the moral theologian; moral theology is simply not the 
same in different historical contexts. 

Closely related to this last theme is Curran's development of the 
revisionism that he sees taking place in contemporary Catholic moral 
theology on questions dealing with sexuality and medical ethics. He 
accuses much of the traditional moral theology of what he calls ' bio­
logism' or 'physicalism ', which identified (and identifies) "the 
human moral aspects with the merely biological " ( 39). Revisionists 
(in their historical mindness) , although not denying the moral rele­
vance of the biological structures and teleologies that are given in our 
natures, " argue against absolute moral norms, in which what is always 
forbidden is described in physical or biological terms" ( 39). For 
Curran and the revisionists, " physicalism too readily identifies the 
physical or biological aspect with the moral or human aspect of the 
act" (71). The question as to extent that we may intervene in the 
givenness of our humanity is one of the thorniest in modern ethical 
thought and, Curran would say, one to which there are no easy answers 
whether from the tradition or from any place else. Parenthetically, 
Curran notes that official Church documents reveal an inconsistent 
methodology: in dealing with social questions the magisterium makes 
full use of the implications of historical consciousness and personal­
ism, where as in the areas of sexuality and medical ethics the method­
ology remains strongly ' classicist ', with its implied biologism. 

In addition to these themes, Curran's discussion of two other issues 
seem to this reviewer to be particularly valuable. In the first instance, 
he has a penetrating analysis of the difference between personal and 
public morality, and cogently develops four criteria which he says 
must be present for the just passage of civil law: that any proposed 
law respect the freedom of the people to the greatest extent possible; 
that it be necessary for the maintenance of public order, that is, that it 
pursue the justice, peace, and public morality necessary for life 
together; that it must be able to be equitably enforced; and that one 
need not expect that such a law be perfect, because it is the necessary 
result of prudent compromise. 

In the second instance, Curran discusses contemporary American 
issues of taxation in terms of the state as a 'natural society', distribu­
tive justice, and the social destiny of the goods of creation. Heavily 
dependent upon both Aquinas and Maritain, he harshly critiques the 
penal law theory of taxation, and demonstrates how the best in tradi­
tional Roman Catholic moral theology always has avoided, and always 
should avoid, the extremes of individualism and collectivism in its 
social theory. 
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This is obviously a book which addresses a large number of different 
themes in moral theology, many of which Curran has dealt with in 
other places (and in greater depth and detail). It is particularly help­
ful, however, for those who would like to get a representative picture 
of the thought and manner of writing of this important contemporary 
moral theologian. Whether one agrees with his various positions or 
not, Curran is, as always, honest and insightful as he tackles some of 
the most important problems of our times. 

Graduate Theological, Union 
Berkeley, California 

EDw ARD L. KRAsEv Ac, O.P. 

John Henry Newman On The Idea of Church. By EDWARD JEREMY 

MILLER, with a Foreword by Jan Walgmve. Shepherdstown, West 
Virginia: Patmos Press, 1987. Pp. xxii + 187, with select bibli­
ography. 

When, years ago, I first read Wilfred Ward's Life I was sure Newman 
would never be canonized. He was too human, too sensritive, too blunt. 
On rereading the book forty-two years 1ater I say, yes, he certainly will 
be canonized precisely because he was human and sensitive and blunt. 
He had these qualities because he was honest. He was painfully honest. 
His greatest virtue was his honesty. 

He said what he thought and, since at times he thought some very 
unpopular thoughts, he got into plenty of trouble. As an Anglican he 
saw that the great stumbling block for himself and his friends in the 
via media was the Thirty Nine Articles. How could he and the others 
subscribe to them, so Protestant were they in tone? Newman wanted 
to show that the articles condemning ' Roman doctrine ' were really 
affirming ' Catholic teaching ' of early centuries, were condemning only 
some of the ' Roman doctrine ' while affirming others, and were clearly 
condemning the dominant error of Roman devotional practices. So he 
wrote his famous Tract 90. The roof fell in. It was condemned by 
Oxford dons 1and, as Newman wrote in the Apologia, "in every part of 
the country and every class of society, through every organ and oppor­
tunity of opinion, in newspapers, in periodicals, at meetings, in pulpits, 
at dinner tables, in coffee-rooms, in railway carriages, I was denounced 
as a traitor." 

As 1a Catholic he followed the same sort of scenario when he became 
editor of the Rambler. He had long been meditating on the role of the 
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layman in the Catholic Church and published his thoughts in the 
Rambler. His " On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine " 
put him in a very bad light with the English Catholic bishops, one of 
whom sent the essay to Rome with the charge of heresy. So again he 
was denounced, and as a result lost his position of honor among the 
English Catholics. Only after he had written some years later that 
masterpiece of honesty, the Apologia, was his reputation restored in 
England, and only after he had been named a Cardinal by the gallant 
Leo XIII, was it restored in Rome. 

Miller's book is a fascinating account of Newman's honest thoughts 
about the Church. Newman was not a systematic theologian, .never wrote 
a systematic treatment on the Church. One has to comb through his 
books to piece together a coherent picture. Miller has gone further. 
He has combed through the recently published Letters and Diaries to 
catch the fuller view. In the days of a beleaguered Pius IX, a watchful 
Propaganda and the English ultramontanists, Newman was circumspect 
in his published remarks about the Church. He saw how wrong it 
would be to stir up trouble before a watching, largely Church of England 
world. So he was patient and publicly silent before decisions made by 
prominent ecclesiastics he did not agree with, and he trusted that the 
Lord would bring things right in good time. But in letters to close 
friends he was candid and blunt. This candor and bluntness is the 
heart, and also the spice, of Miller's book. 

The two most prominent preoccupations of Newman concerning the 
Church were the role ·of theology and the position of the layman. New­
man longed for an atmosphere where open, theological debate could 
flourish. But in his day the ultramontanists had gained the floor and 
were refusing to allow anyone else to speak. Newman found this 
intolerable. He wrnte to W. G. Ward, the editor of the Dublin Review: 

Pardon me if I say that you are making a Church within a Church, 
as the Novatians of old did within the Catholic pale, and, as outside 
the Catholic pale, the Evangelicals of the Establishment. As they 
talk of " vital religion " and " vital doctrines " and will not allow 
that their brethren "know the Gospel" or are "Gospel preachers" 
unless they profess the small shibboleths of their own sect, so you 
are doing your best to make a party in the Catholic Church, and 
in St. Paul's words are " dividing Christ" by exalting your opinion 
into dogmas, and shocking to say, by declaring to me, as you do, 
that those Catholics who do not accept them are a different religion 
from yours (to W. G. Ward, 9 May 1867, Letters v. 23, p. 217, 
quoted on p. 85) . 

To his friend, Henry Wilberforce he wrote that the ultramontanist 
hold on Catholic thou_ght was so strong there was no possibility of free­
dom of debate, and that everything he published would be "malevo­
lently scrutinized, and every �e�~�p�r�e�s�s�i�o�n� which can possibly be perverted 
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sent st:riaight to Rome-then I shall be fighting under the lash, which 
does not tend to produce vigorous efforts" (12 August 1868, Letters 
24:120; quoted p. 81). 

But fight under the lash he did. And a few years later, in 1874, when 
Gladstone had attacked the Catholic Church for its decisions made at 
the Vatican ·Council, in the course of which he wrote that no one could 
he a convert to Catholicism " without renouncing his mental iand moral 
freedom and placing his civil loyalty and duty at the mercy of another ", 
Newman responded by writing his last published work, Letter to the 
Duke of Norfolk. He showed how Gladstone was in error about the 
Council and about the early Church. But he 1also said some strong 
things against the ultramontanists who exaggerated papal infallibility 
beyond all common sense and waver it like a red flag in the face of 
John Bull. 

Newman wanted the laity to he an active force in the Church, and 
he saw himself as chiefly an educator of the laity. He said to ia group 
of them: " You should be able to dispense on all sides of you the royal 
light .of Truth ... I want an intelligent, well-instructed laity ... I 
wish you to enlarge your knowledge, to cultivate your reason, to get an 
insight into the relation of truth to truth. In 1all times the laity have 
been the measure of the Catholic spirit" (Present Position of Catholics 
in England; quoted ·on p. 63-Newman thought this was his best book). 
This view was certainly not the prevailing one among ecclesiastics in 
England and Rome. In maintaining it Newman :was again going against 
the tide, a tide that was not to begin to change until the Second Vatican 
Council, a tide that is changing still. 

Miller's book has, four chapters. The first deals with Newman's life, 
his style of thinking, writing, making decisions. The analysis here of 
what Newman called the illative sense is extremely well done (pp. 23-
29). The second chapter gives Newman's 'foundational' view of the 
Church, dealing with things like conscience, revalation, the Church as 
oracle, as authoritative voice in the world; and it discusses Newman's 
own conversion. Chapter 3, called "The Pastoral View of the Church" 
deals with Newman's views on the laity and on the necessity of freedom 
of thought in the Church. The last chapter, " The Theological View of 
the Church" discusses authority, infallibility, and the necessity of the 
whole church to " receive" a teaching before it can be accepted as 
defined dogma. Interesting and puzzling things are said here about the 
"passive infallibility" of the laity, pp. 116-121, iand one wonders if 
Newman's insights could have bearing today on the birth-control con­
troversy. Miller concludes this chapter with some notes on Newman's 
theology of abuses ·and on the Church as sacrament. In cryptic prose, 
reminiscent of Aquinas, NeW:lllan puts down his principle of procedure 
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in e:x;amining the abuses in the Church. " Truth is the guiding principle 
of theology and theological inquiries; devotion and edification, of 
worship; and of government, expedience. The instrument .of theology 
is reasoning; of worship, our emotional nature; of rule, command and 
coercion. Further, in man as he is, reasoning tends to rationalism; 
devotion to superstition and enthusiasm; and power to ambition and 
tyranny " ( qoted on p. 125). These words appear in the very late, 
revised preface of the Prophetical Office. Jan Walgrave in his Foreword 
to Miller's book sees this revised preface as Newman's ' final synthesis ' 
of the idea of the Church. Miller makes good use of this synthesis. 

All in all, Miller has written a wonderfully clear, very readable 
account of Newman's thought. Walgrave calls it the "only complete 
study of Newman's idea of the church". Yes. But' complete' does not 
mean that Newman, nor Miller commenting on Newman, presents a 
systematic treatment. Newman had some brilliant insights on certain 
aspects of the Church. Miller has mined these out and given us a 
coherent presentation. 

If the book is reissued in paperback, and I hope it will he, it would 
benefit greatly by a subject index. Otherwise, it is :a fine example of 
bookmanship. Congratulations, Patmos Press. 

St. Augustine Church 
Virginia 9430 
South Africa 

THOMAS HEATH, O.P. 

John XXll and Papal Teaching Authority. By JAMES HEFT, S.M. 
Texts and Studies in Religion, Volume 27. Lewiston, New York, 
and Queenston, Ontario: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1986. Pp. xxviii 
+ 280. 

This study contributes both historically and theologically to the dis­
cussion of the pope's infallible teaching office. Heft weaves historical 
and theological data and perspectives into a whole fabric. He provides 
both eloquent testimony to the incarnational character of Christian 
claims to truth and a model of that elusive genre known as historical 
theology. 

The first chapter takes us back to medieval Avignon, to that troubled 
century which historian Barbara Tuchman saw as " a distant mirror " 
of our own. Here we meet Jacques Duese (1244.1334), Pope John 
XXII, whom David Knowles has described as an " irascible octage· 
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narian autocrat" and "untiring generator of s,torm 1and lightning." 
Elected in 1316 as a kind of "caretaker " pope at the age of 72, 
John XXII lived for eighteen tumultuous years. As the first pope to 
spend his entire pontificate at Avignon, he sys,tematized and centrialized 
church finances. He canonized St. Thomas Aquinas, censured Marsilius 
of Padua, William of Ockham, and Meister Eckhart, and wias himself 
accused of heresy during the controversy over the beatific vision near 
the end of his pontificate. In 1980 Umberto Eco resurrected John to 
haunt the pages of The Name of the Rose as the unseen villain of the 
piece. This fictional portriayal finds its historical basis in John's on­
going battle with the Franciscans over their teaching on the absolute 
poverty ,of Christ and the apostles. 

It is in the context of the debate on Franciscan poverty that historian 
Brian Tierney has located the first discussion of papal 'infallibility 
(Orig·ins of Papal Infallibility 1150-1350, 1972). It is with Tierney's 
interpretation of the historical origins of papal infallibility that Heft 
wishes to take issue. He challenges Tierney's portrayal ,of John ,as a 
pope whose understanding of his own sovereignity, derived from medi­
eval canon law, would have made the idea of his own or any other 
pope's infallibility quite unthinkable. A sovereign pope is not hound 
by the decrees of his predecessors. An infallible pope can make decrees 
which are binding on his successors, thereby destroying the concept of 
sovereignty. Heft argues, like Hans Kiing and August Hasler, Tierney 
has approached his historical study of the origins of papal infallibility 
with an ultramontane view ,of what he was looking for. According to 
Heft, therefore, " Tierney has written the history of the origins of an 
ultramontane understanding of papal infallibility, that is, one that 
underplays the material authority of biblical truth as well as the 
inerrancy of the whole Church, and which overstates the formal author­
ity of the one defining " ( 200) . 

In order to make his case, Heft must show that the historical record 
of John XXII's conduct and writing is compatible with a stricter and 
more theologically adequate understanding of the definition of Vati­
can I. Chapter I therefore presents the record of John's controversies 
with the Frianciscans. A chart in Appendix A lists and briefly describes 
the key documents. Franciscan apologists argued that Pope Nicholas 
Ill's 1279 hull Exiit had made the Franciscan teaching on the absolute 
poverty of Christ a doctrine of the faith which no later pope had the 
power to change. In a kind of de facto refutation of their claim to 
absolute poverty, John's 1322 Ad conditorem removed the legal :fiction 
of papal ownership of Franciscan property thus forcing the friars to 
own things in common. In his 1323 Cum inter nonnullos, John con­
demned the doctrine of the absolute poverty of Christ as contrary to 
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scripture. Tierney has pointed to the apparent irony in the fact that it 
was John's opponents who invoked papal infallibility against him in 
order to limit his freedom to revoke Exi#. In November of 1324, John 
issued Quia quorundam mentes. Heft reads this as John's most com· 
plete statement on the controversy. Tierney reads it as an evasive docu­
ment which unwittingly opened the door by which the later doctrine of 
paper infallibility would enter as a kind of Trojan horse. 

The heart of Heft's book is Chapter II. Its 133 pages include: 1) 
Heft's translation of Quia quorundam mentes which is based on 
Jacqueline Tarrant's critical text of 1976 (the entire Latin text is in· 
cluded as Appendix C); 2) a detailed commentary on the text; 3) five 
well-researched excursus in which Heft explores the various categories 
and distinctions available to John for understanding the nature and 
limits of the power of his office. Appendix B outlines the eleven sec­
tions of the document. This lengthy chapter provides Heft with the 
background for an evaluation in Chapter III of Tierney's interpreta­
tion of the document as ambiguous and evasive. 

The fourth and final chapter is entitled " John XXII and Papal 
Infallibility Today" and is divided into three parts. The first reviews 
aspects of John's understanding of his office which contribute to con­
temporary thinking on papal teaching authority. Here Heft empha­
sizes: 1) John's care to distinguish his opinions as a private doctor 
from the teachings of the Church; 2) John's emphasis on his need as a 
teacher to take counsel, not only from cardinals and councils of the 
Church, ·but also from theologians and canonists; Heft sees this as 
continuous with Vatican II's emphasis on episcopal collegiality and 
the infallibility .of the Church; 3) J.ohn's emphasis on material over 
formal authority, the quid over the quis, which Heft sees as continuous 
with Dei Verbum's (Par. 10) teaching at Vatican II that "the teaching 
office is not above the Word of God, but serves it ... " Chapter IV's 
second section offers a clear and precise interpretation of Viatican I's 
definition of papal infallibility in the context of the clarification of 
Bishop Gasser's official expositio at Vatican I and the documents of 
Vatican II. In his review of Heft's book, Yves Congar states simply: 
"Son [Heft's] interpretation du dogme du 18 juillet 1870 est exacte." 
Chapter IV's third section on ecclesial infallibility and reception is the 
most tentative as Heft 1begins to delineate the ecclesial implications of 
a properly nuanced theological understanding of papal infallibiilty. 

Heft's historical and theological differences with Tierney are inti­
mately related and separable only for the sake of discussion. The his­
torical disagreement concerns the correct interpretation of Quia quo­
rundam mentes. Tierney reads it as shifting evasively from doctrinal 
to disciplinary grounds as John tries both to exercise his sovereignity 
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and somewhat cynically to maintain his ability to deny that he had 
ever reversed a doctrinal decree of a predecessor. Heft, on the other 
hand, views John as consistent throughout in his insistence that Exiit 
did not involve a matter of doctrine in the strict sense of an article of 
faith. He uses the excursus of Chapter II to establish the categories he 
needs to argue that his threefold distinction among doctrine in the 
strict sense as article of faith, doctrine in a broader or mutable sense, 
and discipline, is not an anachronism. In a previous exchange in the 
Journal of Ecumenical Studies, Tierney had accused Heft of creating a 
cloud of distinctions and reading modern theology back into John's 
controversy with the Franciscans. 

The theological disagreement concerns the interpretation of Vatican 
I's definition of papal infallibility. Heft attributes to Tierney a view of 
the definition on which the formal authority of the pope could create 
a new nonscriptural doctrine or article of faith. Heft agrees that such 
an understanding would indeed be incompatible with the canonistic 
tradition !in which John stood. For his part, Heft interprets the doctrine 
of papal infallibility as involving the claim that, within the limits set 
down in Gasser's expositio and Vatican II, the pope can do what the 
Council of Nicaea did when it included in its symbol of faith a scrip­
turally-based doctrine about the relationship between Christ and the 
Father, which was neither self-evident from scripture nor previously 
held as a doctrine. He thinks that this is the same " infallibility with 
which the divine Redeemer willed that his Church should be endowed 
for the defining of doctrine concerning faith and morals." 

Returning to the historical discussion, Heft argues that John XXII 
understood himself to he bound by decrees of his predecessors which 
contained truths of scripture or universally accepted doctrinal defini­
tions (again the emphasis is on material rather than formal authority), 
and that John thought he could promulgate irrevocably a decree that 
made explicit a scriptural truth. While Heft does not identify these 
opinions with the teaching ·of Vatican I, they are certainly not incom­
patible with it. The kind of development we find at Vatican I flows from 
the need evident in the medieval controversies for a way to express the 
inerrant faith of the Church. In Heft's view, the exercise of papal 
infallibility can never be separated from the faith of ·the whole Church 
and from the truth attested in scripture. "Why," he asks, "would a 
canonistic theory of papal sovereignty not he open to a theory of papal 
infalHhility which emphasized ·the truth of what was said, a truth based 
squarely on the Scriptures and affirmed by the faith of the whole 
Church?" (197). 

As Heft is well aware, Tierney has little time for interpretations of 
papal infallibility such as his!. In the sardonic terms of the opening and 
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closing chapters of Origins, Heft's is simply another (disingenuous?) 
version of that " Pickwickian infallibility " Catholic theologians have 
devised to ,avoid the implications of infallibility " in any meaningful 
sense." Heft has gone a long way toward answering such charges. 
Nevertheless, underneath Tierney's rhetoric about Mr. Pickwick and 
the Cheshire Cat of disappearing past papal pronouncements with his 
lingering grin of infallibility lies a serious challenge to make the dis­
cussion of the pope's infallible teaching office more concrete. As long 
as the discussion remains divorced from concrete examples of how 
papal infallibility might actually function in the service of the Church, 
theologians such as Heft will he open to charges from critics such as 
Tierney that the doctrine has for all practical purposes been qualified 
out of existence, rendering its affirmation meaningless in practice. To 
his credit Heft ·does not shrnk from discussing the Marian dogmas nor 
from the disputed question about the" secondary object of infallibility." 
Nevertheless, his emphasis on material authority and the consensus 
ecclesiae makes it hard to imagine how the charism would work in a 
conflict situation which involved questions central .to the meaning of 
the faith. Such a situation would preclude the pope merely giving voice 
to the consensus ecclesiae since that would he precisely what was at 
issue. Questions about the consensus ecclesiae would imply recourse 
to the pope's real charism, formal authority, if you will. Heft's dis­
cussion is less than clear ,about how this might work in the concrete. 
Theoretically of course there is only one infallibility, hut practically 
we have little experience with how the charism of papal infallibility 
might he brought to hear on a serious ·doctrinal dispute. Here the 
category of reception enters the discussion, and, as Heft points out, it 
needs further refining and development. 

The great strength and contribution of Heft's work lies in its clear 
illustratfon, both by argument .and by performance, of the interpene­
tration of history and theology. While one might read it as an historical 
exposition ,and analysis of Pope John XXII's understanding and exer­
cise of his office, Heft's study also clarifies ·theologically our under­
Sll:anding of the doctrine of the pope's infallible teaching office. In the 
process is poses a formidable theological challenge to Tierney's inter­
pretation of this historical record. Heft shows clearly that, if one is 
going in each of the historical origins of a doctrine, one's theological 
preunderstanding of that doctrine will be crucial to the results of the 
investigation. His study leaves us to wonder what might happen if 
the investigation of the origins of papal infallibility were undertaken 
wi1th a preunderstanding ·of it such as he has proposed and defended. 
Such questions ensure that the mutually beneficial dialogue between 
historians and theologians will continue. 
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Finally, Heft's work is further enriched by his placing his discus-
sion of teaching in the context of the ecumenical dia-

on Church authority and by his conscious effort to contribute 
to those He has succeeded in straightening up 
some of the clutter left in the ecumenical household after Hans Kiing's 
treatment of All Catholic theologians with a modicum 
of historical sense their debt to Brian Tierney for opening 
to them the riches of medieval on the nature and constitution 
of the Church. After reading Heft's however, none will be able 
lo claim with Richard McBrien that Tierney has provided the "scholarly 

,, ....... .,,w" for Kiing's position on papal infallibility. 
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