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HAT IS THE Gaia hypothesis? A recent article in

Time magazine mentions the first major scientific con-

ference on Gaia, sponsored by the American Geo-

physical Union in 1988.* The scientists ended their meeting by

giving James Lovelock an exuberant standing ovation. Love-

lock’s book Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth, first published
in 1979, is now in its second edition.?

James E. Lovelock, British atmospheric chemist, introduced
the Gaia hypothesis in 1975. This hypothesis emerged from his
comparison of the chemical composition of Earth’s atmosphere
with the atmospheres of Venus and Mars. He found the contrast
striking : Earth’s atmosphere, hospitable to life, is markedly un-
like the atmospheres of her two closest neighbors, Venus and
Mars, both considered lifeless. Unsatisfied with mere chance as
an explanation of this difference, Lovelock attributed a kind of
active influence on the atmosphere by the whole of living or-
ganisms (called the biosphere) to effect conditions favorable for
life. The following is taken from ILovelock’s initial article on

Gaia in 1975:

1 Eugene Linden, “How the Earth Maintains Life,” Time, November 13,
1989, p. 114.

2 See James E. Lovelock, Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987). Lovelock has published more recent work
on Gaia. See James E. Lovelock, The Ages of Gaia: A Biography of Our
Living Earth (New York: Bantam Books, 1990).
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It appeared to us that the Earth’s biosphere is able to control at least
the temperature of the Earth’s surface and the composition of the
atmosphere. Prima facie, the atmosphere looked like a contrivance
put together co-operatively by the totality of living systems to carry
out certain necessary control functions. This led to the formulation
of the proposition that living matter, the air, the oceans, the land
surface were parts of a giant system which was able to control tem-
perature, the composition of the air and sea, the pH of the soil and so
on as to be optimum for survival of the biosphere. The system seemed
to exhibit the behaviour of a single organism, even a living creature.
One having such formidable powers deserved a name to match it;
William Golding, the novelist, suggested Gaia—the name given by
the ancient Greeks to their Earth goddess.?

In this paper I present some of the factual evidence for the
Gaia hypothesis and identify the underlying concepts of this
position. Next, I note some reasons the hypothesis has encount-
ered objections within the scientific community. Finally, I look
to Aristotle and to Thomas Aquinas, as commentator, for in-
sight as to how these apparent contrasts might find resolution.

The factual evidence for Lovelock’s claim lies in known meas-
urements about the atmospheres of Venus, Earth, and Mars. In
addition, he was able to construct a mathematical model of an
abiological Earth. The following comparisons are of interest:

GaASEs * PLANETS
Lifeless Actual
Venus Earth Mars Earth
Carbon Dioxide 96.5% 98% 95% 0.03%
Nitrogen 3.5% 1.9% 27% 79%
Oxygen trace 0.0% 0.13% 21%
Surface Temp °C 459 240 to —53 13
340

3 James E. Lovelock and Sidney Epton, “ The Quest for Gaia,” New Sci-
entist 65 (1975) : 304.
4 Table taken from Lovelock, Ages, p. 9.
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Carbon dioxide, one of the “ greenhouse” gases, is related to
surface temperature. Nitrogen and oxygen, both highly reactive
gases, are essential to life as we know it.

When he first proposed the Gaia hypothesis, Lovelock himself
may not have been aware of the ancient roots of the concept of
earth, even the universe, as a living organism. J. Donald Hughes
has traced this ancient view among the Greeks and Romans,
noting the following progression:

First, the Earth is the oldest goddess, supporter and nurturer of her
children, human and non-human, and therefore entitled to respect
and worship. . ..

Second, the Earth is a living being of whom humans are only part.
Right relationship with the Earth means that the total organism is in
good health. . ..

Third, Earth is seen as responsive to human care or the lack of it,
giving rich returns to those who treat her well and punishing those
who are lazy or who weary her by trying to wrest from her what she
is not ready to give. . . .*

This concept of a living Earth would understandably meet
some resistance among scientists—and among others, as well.
One major obstacle to the acceptance of Gaia by scientists is the
holistic nature of the hypothesis,® and even Lovelock has backed
away from this extreme.

The Gaia hypothesis implies that both the composition of all
the reactive gases as well as the temperature of the lower atmos-
phere have remained relatively constant over aeons in spite of
many external perturbations.” Such constancy suggests a controll-
ing mechanism of some sort, which the Gaia hypothesis in its
early stages failed to describe. A feedback mechanism explaining

5J. Donald Hughes, “ Gaia: An Ancient View of our Planet,” Ecologist
13 (1983) : 60.

¢ “ It is rather the holistic nature of the Gaia hypothesis, with the idea that
the planet is greater than the sum of its parts, that sticks in the throats of
mainstream scientists” (Omar Sattaur, “ Cuckoo in the Nest,” New Sci-
entist, December 1987, p. 17).

7 See Dorion Sagan and Lynn Margulis, “ The Gaian Perspective of Ecol-
ogy,” Ecologist 13 (1983) :160.
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the interactions between the biosphere and the environment was
needed. Further study and some creative modeling filled in this
gap. Atmospheric composition is now better understood, and
Lovelock himself devised a mathematical model, called Daisy
World, to show how planetary surface temperature might be
modulated. Lynn Margulis, a microbiologist at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, and a major proponent of Gaia, writes:

Atmospheric regulation can be attributed to the combined metabolic
and growth activities of organisms, especially microorganisms with
their capabilities of transforming the nitrogen, sulphur and carbon-
containing gases of the atmosphere. Prior to Lovelock’s daisy model
it was suggested that whatever controlled atmospheric methane con-
centration would provide a mechanism by which the stability of
atmospheric temperature could be maintained. In addition . .. [other
researchers] showed in a quantative [sic] model that evapotranspira-
tion from forests determined the concentration of water vapour in
the atmosphere and thus certain corelated [sic] climatic {features.®

Lovelock proposed his Daisy World model as a cybernetic
model, a system that can control itself and maintain specified
variables constant in spite of perturbing influences. The model
consists of two colors of daisies, dark and light, together with
some herbivores. Life is possible within a range of 5 to 40°C,
with the optimum being 20°C. The dark daisies absorb solar
radiation, thus having a cooling effect on the atmosphere close to
the planet’s surface, whereas the light daisies reflect radiation,
having a warming effect. Variations in temperature and in solar
energy output were shown to affect the relative abundance of the
various species of daisies. The net effect was a stabilizing of
Earth’s surface temperature. As Margulis writes:

Daisy World is only a model. But even with its oversimplification the
Daisy World model shows quite clearly that thermal [stability] of
the biosphere is not something too mysterious to have a mechanism.
. . . The radical insight delivered by Daisy World is that global
[stability] is in principle possible without the introduction of any but
well known tenets of biology. The gaian system does not have to plan
in advance or be foresighted in any way in order to show [stabiliz-

8 Sagan and Margulis, “ Gaian Perspective,” p. 161.
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ing] tendencies. A biological system acting cybernetically gives the
impression of teleology; if only the results and not the feedback
processes were stated it would look as if the organisms had con-
spired to insure their own survival.®

This statement reflects indirectly some of the opposition to
Gaia raised by some scientists. How can organisms act harmoni-
ously to achieve a common end? How can the biosphere be an
organism itself if it has no organic structure of its own and if it
does not reproduce? In the preface to the second edition of his
book, Lovelock notes his surprise at the reactions Gaia initially
faced.*

Apart from maintaining that Earth is alive, the Gaia hypo-
thesis contrasts in other ways with some cherished scientific con-
victions. Let us examine these further.

Darwinian evolution maintains that conditions of even a fairly
stable environment affect a living organism. Pressure is on the
organism from the environment: adapt or die. Natural selection
as the mechanism of evolution rests on the assumption that spe-
cies, even individuals, compete for limited resources; those indi-
viduals with the most suitable adaptations will be successful in
transmitting their genes to the next generation. Purposeful ac-
tion, or teleology, is thought to be unnecessary.**

? Sagan and Margulis, “ Gaian Perspective,” p. 164.

10 “ Things have taken a strange turn in recent years; almost the full circle
from Galileo’s famous struggle with the theological establishment. It is the
scientific establishment that now forbids heresy. I had a faint hope that Gaia
might be denounced from the pulpit; instead I was asked to deliver a sermon
on Gais at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York. By contrast
Gaia was condemned as teleological by my peers and the journals, Nature and
Science, would not publish papers on the subject. No satisfactory reasons for
rejection were given; it was as if the establishment, like the theological estab-~
lishment of Galileo’s time, could no longer tolerate radical or eccentric no-
tions. It would have made much more sense if Gaic had been rejected on the
grounds that there was no novelty in it; that it had all been said before”
(Lovelock, Gaia, pp. vii-viii).

For more recent sympathetic criticism of Lovelock’s work within the sci-
entific community, see Lawrence E. Joseph, Gaia: The Growth of an Idea
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1990).

11 Consider the following: “ Adaptation, as measured by evolutionary suc-
cess, consists of a greater ecological-physiological efficiency of an individual
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The Gaia hypothesis appears to contradict this viewpoint in
several ways. Gaia presents the biosphere as active and altruistic:
species act harmoniously to effect environmental conditions favor-
able for life. Lovelock claims Daisy World answers some of the
objections:

I made a model of a planet with a simple ecosystem of white and
black daisies and herbivores to graze them. This theoretical world
kept a constant comfortable climate over a wide range of heat fluxes
from the star that warmed it. No foresight or planning was needed,

only the unconscious growth and competition of the species leading
to their natural selection as Darwin described it.1?

Lovelock presents natural selection as a mechanism that yields
the kind of apparently altruistic stability that Gaia speaks of.
Does this suffice to address some of the more profound conceptual
discrepancies between the Gaia hypothesis and Darwinian evolu-
tion? The answer will be clear later.

Ecologists and environmentalists might seem the most likely
group to be favorably disposed to the Gaia hypothesis. Yet a cer-
tain loss of interest soon follows upon realizing some of the
implications. Consider the following comments by Charles J.
Hughes:

Dr. Lovelock proposes that life on Earth is not only a response to
and controlled by physical conditions but also modifies and controls
its own environment! . . . Dr. Lovelock in collaboration with Dr.
Lynn Margulis defines Gaia as follows: “ We have since defined Gaia
as a complex entity involving the Earth’s biosphere, atmosphere,
oceans, and soil; the totality constituting a feedback or cybernetic
system which seeks an optimal physical and chemical environment
for life on this planet.”

than is achieved by most other members of the population or at least by the
average. . . . There is a struggle for existence not only among individuals
of the same species, but sometimes also among individuals of different species.
If such competition leads to the extinction of one of the species, this process
is referred to as species selection” (Ernst Mayr, Toward ¢ New Philosophy
of Biology: Observations of an Ewolutionist [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1981], p. 146). Mayr is acknowledged as one of the foremost
experts on Darwinian evolution today.
12 Lovelock, Gaia, p. ix.
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This notion I find hard to swallow. It is the expression of sentient
feedback as a mechanism that gives me difficulty. Can the great sys-
tem really be dissected to reveal a causative or controlling agent?
Who is to presume to judge, given the known complexities of the
many equilibria involved? Is cybernetic the right term—communica-
tion between the biosphere and other spheres, yes, but control? Is
Dr. Lovelock making too extravagant a claim that can in turn lead
all too readily, as we shall see, to unwarranted complacency?*®

Hughes identifies three corollaries of the Gaia hypothesis, react-
ing as a scientist to each, and summarizes his own reaction to the
Gaia hypothesis as follows:

My conclusion is simply this. Given that Homo sapiens has some-
how, very suddenly, arrived at such a position of dominance in num-
bers, intellect, consciousness, purposiveness, and technology on planet
Earth and has been granted some insight into Gaia (call Gaia God’s
handiwork if you will), should we not do our utmost to preserve
Gaia as we are privileged to see Her and form a living and breathing
part of Her today?

To summarize, the Gaia hypothesis raises some questions: Is
Earth alive? Can the biosphere act as a whole? Might organ-
isms act harmoniously? The name ‘Gaia’ has ancient roots.
Some insight into these questions, as well as the possibility of a
self-regulating natural mechanism, may be found in other ancient
sources. I draw upon the Aristotelian tradition for help in an-
swering three questions about Gaia: (1) Need we hold that Earth
is alive? (2) What sort of whole might the biosphere be, and
what constitutes its unity? (3) Can nature, especially among the
non-living, be a source of motion or activity? In other words, is
a self-regulating mechanism involving the nonliving a reasonable
concept?

In defining nature, Aristotle keeps two distinctions in mind.
First, natural things are distinct from artifacts, just as natural
motion is distinct from artificial, or violent, motion. Second, na-
ture must be defined so as to include the nonliving as well as the

13 Charles J. Hughes, “ Gaia: A Natural Scientist’s Ethic for the Future,”
Ecologist 15 (1985) :93.
14 Charles Hughes, “ Gaia,” p. 94.



8 LAURA LANDEN, O.P.

living. Too broad a definition destroys the first distinction; too
narrow a definition destroys the second.

Artificial things and natural things differ in that the latter
have within themselves a principle of their own motion and rest,
whereas the former do not. Aristotle contrasts a bed as an arti-
ficial thing with the wood from which it is made as a natural
thing. The bed, if planted, will not generate another bed; a seed,
however, will generate a tree. As an artifact the bed is changed
from without by the carpenter who made it and thus lacks an in-
trinsic principle of change. An acorn, on the other hand, gener-
ates a sprout from within.

Despite this care to draw clear distinctions, other influences
have entered the Aristotelian tradition through commentators.
One such influence is the Neoplatonic concept of nature as an
absolute intrinsic force (vis insita rebus). This concept of nature
as a fixed power or force implanted in things (vis insita rebus),
is an ‘ interpretation ’ neither justified nor necessary.’

The downward motion of a falling stone is natural, as natural,
in fact, as the growth of a plant or the sense perception of an
animal. The falling of a stone, however, is not the motion of a
living thing. In contrast with a nonliving thing, a living thing
has a soul, characterized by Aristotle as the source or origin of
self-movement. Even though the stone is nonliving, its down-
ward motion is different from the motion it would have if thrown

15 The concept of nature as an absolute intrinsic force (vis insita rebus) is
a Neoplatonic one. One commentator who so interprets Aristotle’s definition
of nature is John Philoponus. “ Natura est quaedam vita sive vis quae per
corpora diffunditur, eorum formatrix et gubernatrix, principium motus et
quietis in eo cui inest per se primo et non secundum accidens” (John Philo-
ponus, in Aristoteles: Physicorum libri quatuor, cum Ioannis Grammatici cog-
nomento Philoponi commentarius [Venice: Hieronymus Scotus, 15581, p. 67,
col. b. The first translation of Philoponus’s commentary into Latin was not
published until 1539. However, Avicenna's commentary on the Physics men-
tions an unnamed predecessor who emends Aristotle’s definition of motion as
a power diffused through bodies. This predecessor could be Philoponus. For
this information concerning Philoponus the author is indebted to William A.
Wallace, Prelude to Galileo: Essays on Medieval and Sixteenth-Century
Sources of Galileo’s Thought, Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, no.
62 (Boston: D, Reidel Publishing Co., 1981).
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upward. The difference lies in this: the stone, if free to fall, will
move downward by itself but must be thrown upward by some
extrinsic agent. The natural downward motion of the stone,
therefore, proceeds from an intrinsic principle, even though the
stone is clearly not alive.

Taking account of these distinctions, Aristotle defines nature
as follows:

Nature is a principle or cause of being moved or being at rest in
that to which it belongs primarily, per se, and not per accidens.'®

In his commentary, Thomas Aquinas observes that nature is
called a ‘ principle’ to emphasize that it is something relative in
the thing and not some absolute or fixed factor. He illustrates
his point by noting that ‘nature’ derives from the word for
“ being born”’; something which is born was first attached to its
generator, such as a plant or animal. Nature is thus relative to
each species. What is natural behavior for a bear, for instance,
is not natural for a human being, and vice versa. Because of this
relational characteristic, nature is not correctly thought to be
some absolute, intrinsic force or power within the natural thing.
As Aquinas notes:

Thus, they are to be laughed at who, wishing to correct Aristotle’s
definition, tried to define nature by something absolute, saying that
nature is a force implanted in things [vis insita rebus], or something
of the sort.'?

Aquinas remarks that although the existence of nature is self-
evident, since natural things are evident to sense, the nature of
any given thing is not nearly so apparent. Yet, because nature is
an intrinsic principle of natural things, it must correspond to the
intrinsic principles of matter and form. Matter can, indeed, be

16 “hos ousés tés phuseds arkhés tinos kai aitias tou kineisthai kai eremein
en hoi huparkhei protds kath’ hayto kai mé kata sumbebékos” (Aristotle,
Physics, in Opera, vol. 1, ed. Immanuel Bekker [Berlin: George Reimer, 18311,
2.1, 192b21-23).

17 Thomas Aquinas, In octos libros Physicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed.
P. M. Maggiolo (Rome: Marietti, 1965), 2. 1. 148, henceforth referred to as
On the Physics. All translations are my own.
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considered part of the nature of a thing insofar as it enters into
the constitution of the substance of each natural thing.

The nature (ratio) of a thing is captured in its definition. Na-
ture (natura) can thus refer to this defining aspect of the thing,
its form, as Aquinas observes:

In another way nature is called the form or species, which is [said]
according to the defining motion, that is, from which the notion
[ratio] of the thing is constituted.®

A single substance, in the Aristotelian sense, can have a na-
ture and properly so. A natural substance is a composite of mat-
ter and substantial form. But can a composite whole, such as the
biosphere, have a nature? To answer this requires some consid-
eration of the sense in which the biosphere is a whole.

Thomas contrasts a natural whole, such as an animal, with an
accidental whole,-such as a house. The form of a house, unlike
the soul, does not give being and species to both the whole and
its parts. Nor is it one simply, but only by aggregation.*

This comparison of an animal with a house is instructive. An
animal is a natural whole, whereas a house is a composite whole.
An animal has but one intrinsic substantial form. In contrast, a
house has many forms, some of which are extrinsic, such as the
exemplar in the mind of the builder. The animal has unity per
se, the house only per accidens. The animal whole and its parts
receive their being and species from the one substantial form of
the soul. The whole of the house is found only in the whole; the
form of each part of the house, such as the foundation and walls,
is found only in that part. Therefore, in an artificial whole, the
whole and its parts do not receive their being and species from
one substantial form. Upon the death of an animal, the bodily
parts are such only equivocally. The eye, for example, is truly an
eye only in the living body. Should a house be razed, leaving the
foundation, that part of the house may be called a foundation in

18 Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics, 2. 2. 151. Emphasis in the original.

19 See Thomas Aquinas, Quaestio disputats de owima, in Quaestiones dis-
putatae, vol. 2, ed. P. M. Calacaterra, et al. (Rome: Marietti, 1965), 1. 10.
ad 16.
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the same manner as when the house was standing. We under-
stand that a new house could easily be built upon the old founda-
tion. The eye of a dead animal, however, cannot become a func-
tional part of another animal’s body.

Thomas provides an interesting breakdown of relationships of
whole to parts in his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
He first distinguishes two ways in which one thing may go to
make up another: as a part or as an essence, such as a whole,
composite, or species. (This is taken directly from Aristotle’s
text.®*) When something is a substance, the corresponding form
is the species of the thing. This holds true of a simple whole,
such as an animal, which has a substantial form and can be alive.

When several things join to form one, a unity may be formed
in one of three ways: by order, by contact, or by mixture. When
the parts are joined by order only—as people in an army or
houses in a city—the form is the corresponding whole, to which
the name ‘army’ or ‘city’ is applied. (We might add that in
nature a forest is just such a whole.*) Sometimes there exists
not only order but also contact and joining of the parts, as with
a house. Then the composite serves as the form. In the case of
mixture an alteration of the components also obtains. The mix-
ture itself, which is in some way a composition of species, has a
substantial form of its own. Unity in an integral whole comes
from one principle: the form, as in a mixed body; the composi-
tion, as in a house; or the order, as with speech (ordered syll-
ables) or an army.

In sum, Aquinas considers a natural substance to be one
simply. The unity of such a substance comes from its substantial
form. A whole composed of several substances, such as the bio-
sphere, has unity from the order which constitutes it as a whole,
as with an army or a city (or perhaps a forest). Here unity

20 See Thomas Aquinas, In duodecim libros Metaphysicorum Aristotelis ex-
positio, ed. M.-R. Cathala (Rome: Marietti, 1964), 5. 3. 779. For Aristotle,
see Metaphysics in Opera, vol. 2, 5. 3. 1013b21-23.

2t A forest is formed by the closing of the tree canopy. This affects the
growth patterns of the individual trees, the amount of light reaching the
ground, and hence the type of lower vegetation which can thrive.
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derives from order among the parts. Its form is the form of the
corresponding whole. 'What name for the biosphere as such a
whole? Perhaps—Gaia.

The Gaia hypothesis claims more than that the biosphere may
be considered as a whole. It claims that this biosphere acts as a
whole to effect conditions in the environment favorable to life.
In what sense might Aristotle and Aquinas view a natural but
nonliving thing as exercising efficient causality?

Thomas accepts Aristotle’s four-fold division of causes: mat-
ter, form, agent, and end. He also agrees with Aristotle that an
efficient cause in the proper sense must be distinct from its effect.

Aristotle proves that the principle, * whatever is moved is
moved by something,” is true in general.®® Even though his dis-
cussion is of local motion, he establishes principles applicable to
all changes. Mover and moved are found in pairs, hence a divi-
sion of one corresponds to a division of the other. Aristotle notes
three pairs of means by which things are moved: (1) per accidens
or per se, (2) by themselves or by another, and (3) naturally or
not naturally. Thomas observes that things moved per accidens
* are not so much moved as said to be moved when other things
are moved.” #

Self-movement and natural movement are examples of things
being moved per se. These two types are not mutually exclusive,
for anything moved naturally must have within itself the source
of its motion. (Anything moved unnaturally must have an ex-
ternal source of its motion.) We may not conclude from this that
things moved naturally correspond to the living. Aristotle is
careful to use ‘source’ (arkhé), not ‘cause’ (aitia), in describ-
ing things moved naturally.

The living and the nonliving, however, may be identified as
things moved by themselves and things moved by another. Aris-
totle then proves within each case that everything moved is in fact
moved by another. He easily disposes of things moved unnatural-
ly, or by compulsion, since they are clearly moved by another.

22 See Aristotle, Physics, 7.
23 Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics 8. 4. 1024.
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The living move themselves. Yet Aristotle claims in the
Physics that they also are unquestionably moved by another. This
is accomplished by an organic body in which one part, remain-
ing unmoved, may move the whole.

The most serious difficulty arises in discovering the source of
motion in the nonliving, such as heavy bodies. Heavy bodies do
not move themselves, Aristotle claims, because they are nonliving
and they are homogeneous in composition.

I maintain that the biosphere, though a whole, is not living.
The biosphere derives its unity from order, but it is not a sub-
stance, that is, it does not have a substantial form, and hence it
has no soul. Does such a conclusion entail that this unique sort
of whole is incapable of a kind of self-regulatory motion? Fur-
ther consideration of the way in which Aristotle approaches na-
tural motion in the nonliving will be helpful in answering this
question.

Aristotle turns his attention to movers, that is, to the efficient
causes of motion. He attempts to ascertain the cause of the na-
tural motion of the elements. He notes that fire and earth are
moved naturally when their proper potentialities are actualized.”*
Aquinas enlarges Aristotle’s remark as follows:

Therefore, since something in potency is naturally moved by another
in act, and nothing is in potency and in act in the same respect, it
follows that neither fire nor earth nor anything else is moved by
itself, but by another. Fire and earth are moved . . . naturally when
they are moved to their proper acts, to which they are in potency ac-
cording to their proper nature.?®

From this we conclude that natural motion in the elements pro-
ceeds from their proper natures.

Aristotle continues his search for the cause of natural motion
in the elements by saying that ‘ potency ’ may have many senses.
This multiplicity, he tells us, is the reason why the source of the
natural motion of the elements is not apparent. He proceeds to
give several examples of kinds of potency and to distinguish be-

24 See Aristotle, Physics 8. 4. 255a28-30.
25 Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics 8. 8. 1029.
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tween first and second potency, each of which relate to both first
and second act.

In one example Aristotle asks his reader to consider both some-
one who does not know a particular science and one who knows
it but is not exercising the knowledge. The one who is ignorant
of the science must be taught, and in the change from being
ignorant to knowing teacher and pupil must be in contact. But
one who knows the science but is not exercising it can come to
exercise it without a teacher. Still once brought from ignorance
to knowledge, the learner does not necessarily continue to exer-
cise the knowledge acquired. Although one sort of potency has
been actualized, another may still remain.

Thomas applies the names ‘first potency’ and ‘second po-
tency ’ to the two states of the learner: being ignorant, and know-
ing but not exercising the knowledge. He writes:

Something is reduced from first potency to second when an active
principle is in contact with its passive principle; then, by the presence
of the active principle, the passive is brought into some kind of act
which is still in potency in a way. In just this way the learner, by
the action of the teacher, is brought from potency into act, an act
to which another potency is adjoined.?®

Aristotle observes that the knower will immediately engage
knowledge unless something prevents him from doing so. In his
commentary, Thomas expands this observation and makes an im-
portant statement about the requirement for an efficient cause in
the actualization of this ‘ second potency ’:

But when he has acquired the habit of science, it is not necessary
that he be moved to second act by some agent; rather, he will him-
self immediately exercise his knowledge unless something prevents
him, such as other occupations or sickness or his will. On the other
hand, if unimpeded he is not able to exercise his knowledge, then he
does not have the habit of science but its contrary—that is, ignor-
ance.*’

In sum, the move from first potency to first act requires an ac-

28 Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics 8. 8. 1031.
27 Thomas Aquinas, On the Phvsics 8. 8, 1031.
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tually existent external agent: the teacher in the case of the stud-
ent, the generator in the case of the elements. The move from sec-
ond potency to operation, on the other hand, occurs immediately
and without further need of an extrinsic agent, unless some addi-
tional factor impedes this natural action. The actualization of a
natural operation is spontaneous.

Aristotle next applies the principles of this example to the mo-
tion of the elements. He says that what is heavy is potentially
light. For example, air is generated from water. The newly
generated air will immediately rise, unless prevented from doing
s0.”* Thomas phrases this slightly differently, but without mis-
interpretation:

At first this water is potentially light, but afterwards becomes actual-
ly light. It then immediately has its own operation, unless something
prevents it.?®

Aristotle defines heaviness as a relationship to a certain place,
that is, to ‘ being down’. The complete actualization of a heavy
thing consists in its ‘ being down’. He is now prepared to give
his explanation of the cause of the motion of heavy bodies:

The question is: What causes the motion of the heavy and the light
to their proper places? The only answer is that they have a tendency
to those places. In this consists the essence of lightness and heavi-
ness, the former being an upward tendency and the latter a down-
ward.3®

He explains this as follows. A thing may be potentially light
in more than one sense. Water is potentially light. After it be-
comes air, however, it may still be potentially light in the sense
that it is prevented from rising. Should the hindrance be re-
moved, its actuality may be realized and it will rise. We recog-
nize this difference as that between the potency to first act and

28 “touto gar dunamei proton, kai édé kouphon, kai energései g’ eythus, an
mé ti koluéi . . .” (Aristotle, Physics 8. 4. 255b9-11).

29 “ Haec ergo, scilicet aqua, primo est in potentia levis, et postmodum fit
levis in actu; et tunc statim habet operationem suam, nisi aliquid prohibeat”
(Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics 8. 8. 1033).

30 Aristotle, Physics 8. 4. 255b13-17.
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the potency to second act. Water is in potency to air substantial-
ly, that is, at the level of first act. Once the water has become
air, it is potentially ‘ up’ with regard to operation, or second act.
This potentiality to ‘being up’ is precisely what is meant by
lightness. According to this doctrine, then, air will spontaneously
exercise its operation to move up by reason of lightness, unless
something prohibits this motion.
Thomas formulates the argument more strongly :

For although the act of a light thing is to be up, some still ask why
the heavy and the light are moved to their proper places. The reason
is that they have a natural aptitude to such places. For this is what
it is to be light: to have an aptitude to be up. It is the nature of
heaviness to have an aptitude to be down. Hence, to ask why the
heavy thing is moved down is nothing other than to ask why it is
heavy. And so the same thing that makes it heavy also makes it
move down.®*

We may conclude that the generator of the heavy thing is also
its mover because the generator is precisely the agent that makes
it heavy by giving it its form, or nature.

Aristotle concludes his discussion of the cause of the natural
motion of the heavy and the light by saying that they do not move
themselves, but do contain within themselves the source, or arkhe,
of their motion. He writes:

And so, in all these instances, the thing does not move itself. How-
ever, it does have within it a[n active] principle of its motion—not
an active [potency], but a passive one.

Aristotle and Aquinas provide some valuable analyses which
are of help in assessing the Gaia hypothesis. The sum of living
organisms may well act as a whole; Gaia seems to be a valid con-
cept. This need not imply that earth is alive. Lovelock may have

31 Thomas Aquinas, On the Physics 8. 8. 1034.

32“hoti men toinum ouden toutdn ayto kinei heayto, délon, alla kinéseds
arkhén ekhei, ou tou kinein oude tou poiein, alla tou paskhein” (Aristotle,
Physics 8. 4. 255b29-31). Aristotle uses ‘principle’ (arkhé) here rather than
‘ potency ’, but the paraphrase provided is more faithful to the meaning of the
text.
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maintained this in his earlier work, but he has backed away from
this position after introducing Daisy World. Gaia as a self-regu-
lating cybernetic machine is admittedly much more complex than
the simple world of black and white daisies, yet the Aristotelian
tradition is helpful even here. The fall of heavy bodies can be seen
as a natural motion of the nonliving, that is, as motion proceed-
ing from an intrinsic principle. In light of this, it is entirely rea-
sonable to maintain that the natural order has many nonliving,
but moving, systems (cybernetic machines?) in which motion
proceeds naturally, from an intrinsic principle. Acceptance of
Gaia by scientists is taken by some as an indication of a mature
science. Consider the following:

[David] Abram suggested that the Gaia hypothesis “may well signal
the emergence of just such a mature science. A science that seeks
not to control the world but to participate with the world, not to
operate upon nature, but to cooperate with nature.” Gaia, he says,
“will never fit very neatly within the discourse of mechanism.” 33

The seasons come and the seasons go, and there is nothing
new under the sun—but perhaps we now have a clearer under-
standing of how things under the sun operate. The scientific
community recently accorded the Gaia hypothesis a warm recep-
tion. Perhaps philosophers and theologians might find rich in-
sight here as well: insight which is old, yet newly grasped; in-
sight which is radical, yet compatible with solid philosophical tra-
ditions.

33 Sattaur, “ Cuckoo,” p. 18. Abram has investigated the implications of the
Gaia hypothesis as a way of looking at the natural order. See David Abram,
“ The Perceptual Implications of Gaia,” Ecologist 15 (1985) : 96-103.



AQUINAS AND THE PRESENCE OF
THE HUMAN RATIONAL SOUL
IN THE EARLY EMBRYO

StepHEN J. HEANEY

University of Saint Thomas
Saint Paul, Minnesota

IRST IN RELATION to evolution and more recently in

relation to abortion, there has been a recurrence of

Thomas Aquinas’s arguments for the thesis that the
human rational soul is not present in the human body immediate-
ly upon conception. Since soul and body must be proportioned to
each other, it is argued, a rational soul cannot be present until
the human body is formed enough to support it, i.e., until there
are organs in place through which the rational soul can begin to
exercise its proper powers.

The question of this paper is: Given modern embryological
knowledge, would Aquinas be likely to come to the same con-
clusion? In regards to such a question Rudolph Gerber has made
the following observation :

Some scholastic philosophers and theologians insist that it is simply
impossible to determine exactly when rational animation occurs. This
belief, however, has deterred few prophets in either camp from stat-
ing their positions with dogmatic certainty.?

The authors whose interpretations we will be encountering in
this paper have generally been less than dogmatic, but they have
been insistent on the rectitude of their respective positions. I
will attempt to do likewise: I am in no position to be dogmatic

(after all, how will we test the thesis?), but I believe I have good
grounds for the conclusion I have reached.

1Rudolph Gerber, “ When Is the Human Soul Infused?” Lawal théologique
et philosophique 22 (1966) : 235.
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We begin with certain positions which both sides in the debate
agree upon: the human intellectual soul is produced immediately
by God and not through another agency since, as immaterial, it
cannot come from a change in matter; * further, the human soul
is infused, that is, produced directly in a body as the body’s
natural perfection.® As we shall see in the texts, Aquinas argues
that this latter position requires that, while the embryo is alive,
it is alive first through the power of a vegetative soul, then a
sensitive soul, and finally, when the body is organized enough to
be able to perform the functions demanded of it, by a rational
soul, this ultimate form replacing the previous one.

This theory of delayed animation—or, more to the point of
this paper, the view that Aquinas would today still hold such a
theory—has several contemporary proponents. The most promi-
nent spokesman is Joseph Donceel, S.J. He has presented his
arguments in a pair of articles * which we will now review.

In the earlier article, Donceel blames a latent Cartesianism for
the proliferation of supporters of immediate hominization. If
you hold, with Descartes, that the soul and body are two separate
substances that the soul is not the form of the body, then there
is “no longer any reason for rejecting the presence of a real
human soul in a virtual human body,” ® ie., in matter that has
the potential to be a human body (with human shape) but is not
one yet. Thus, the soul could act as the efficient cause of the body,
molding the matter into the organs proper to human beings.
This, however, is not Aquinas’s view, Donceel argues; “he did
not admit that an actual human sould could be coupled with a
virtual human body,” ® because ““a substantial form can exist
only in and with a human body.” * If we accept the Cartesian

28.Th. 1, 90, 3, corp.

3S.Th. 1,90, 4, corp.

4 Joseph Donceel, S.J., “ Abortion: Mediate v. Immediate Animation,” Con-
tinuum 5 (1967) : 167-71; “ Immediate Animation and Delayed Hominization,”
Theological Studies 31 (1970) : 76-105.

5 Donceel, “ Abortion,” p. 169.

€ Ibid., p. 168.

7 Ibid.
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explanation, we would be equating the soul with the architect or
builders of a building. These, however, are not the building’s
form; that exists only in the finished building. Rather, Donceel
says that the soul is related to the body as sphericity to a ball.
An embryo is like a deflated ball; it cannot contain the form of
ball until it is actually spherical.®

For these reasons, Donceel approves of the arguments of Henri
de Dorlodot, who says the following:

One would have to be extremely ignorant of embryology not to know
that . . . a fertilised ovum, a morula, a fetus which has reached the
stage resembling a gastrula, and even an embryo in the first period
of its existence, do not possess the organisation of a specifically
human body. And the seat of the imagination and the vis cogitativa
does not exist so long as the brain itself does not exist, and indeed
as long as there are not present the first rudiments of the structure
of a human brain, We might perhaps add that it is very probable
that the organization necessary in order that the brain may be said
to be human is completed only during the third month after concep-
tion, and in fact nearer the end of the month than the beginning.®

It is in the later article that Donceel lines up some texts from
Aquinas and Aristotle in support of this position. We will con-
sider all the relevant texts a little bit later. For now, let us quote
from Donceel this summary of his position.

To my mind, these statements of St. Thomas contain a mixture of
erroneous biological information and sound philosophy. If this phi-
losophy were derived from the biology, we would have to drop it.
Likewise, if Thomas had reached his conclusions only by subsuming
his scientific mistakes under his sound philosophical principles, we
would have to question them. But it is my contention that these con-
clusions have been reached, or could have been reached, on the basis
of sound philosophical principles and of the common-sense-knowledge
which was available to Thomas and his contemporaries.

The main philosophical principles are as follows. The soul is the
substantial form of man. A substantial form can exist only in mat-

8 Ibid., p. 169. _

9 Canon Henri de Dorlodot, “A Vindication of the Mediate Animation
Theory,” in E. C. Messenger, ed., Theology and Evolution (London: Sands
and Co., Ltd,, 1949), p. 260. Cf. Donceel, “ Abortion,” pp. 169-70.
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ter capable of receiving it. In the case of man’s soul this means: the
human soul can exist only in a highly organized body. Now these
philosophical principles owe nothing to primitive medieval biology.
They represent Thomas’ hylomorphic conception of man. This con-
ception continues to make sense even today, at least for him who
understands it. Without it we are steadily in danger of slipping into
some kind of Platonic or Cartesian dualism.*®

In Donceel’s understanding of the situation, Aquinas’s conclusion
of delayed animation is as sound today as it was in medieval
times, because a) the philosophical principle is sound, and b)
both medieval and modern embryology agree on “ the following
undeniable fact, of which Aquinas was fully aware: at the start
of pregnancy there is not yet a fully organized human body.” **
What we have instead is “ potentially, virtually, a human
body.” ** For ensoulment, for the presence of a human rational
soul, we must have the organs necessary for the activities proper
to human beings, i.e., we need a brain and sense organs.*®

If form and matter are strictly complementary, as hylomorphism
holds, there can be an actual human soul only in a body endowed
with the organs required for the spiritual activities of man. We
know that the brain, and especially the cortex, are the main organs
of those highest sense activities without which no spiritual activity
is possible.*

Quoting authors who suggest that the soul, in its role as form
of the body, shapes and organizes the body, Donceel argues that
such an understanding is erroneous. Such a formative principle
could not be a substantial form, for, as Aquinas says: “ Every
substantial generation precedes and does not follow the substan-
tial form.” **

10 Donceel, “ Immediate Animation,” p. 79.

11 Thid,, p. 80.

12 Thid.

13 Tbid.

14 Thid,, p. 83.

15 8, C. G. II, 89, in Donceel, “ Immediate Animation,” p. 94.
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Difficulties in Donceel’s Interpretation

Donceel makes a number of very good points here, but there
are also some difficulties in interpretation that need to be dealt
with. Obviously, the big questions will be whether Donceel is cor-
rect in his assertion that the human body must have such a high
degree of organization before the soul can be present and to what
extent Aquinas’s conclusion was rooted in biology. But there
are a few lesser, but instructive, points to be raised first.

For one thing, it is begging the question to assert that the
“body at the moment of conception is obviously virtual.” ** To
say that immediate animation requires a rational soul to be joined
to a virtual or potential human body misses the fact that, when a
rational soul 45 joined to matter, you no longer have a potential
human body but rather an actual human body with potential, po-
tential to develop in certain ways. Thus, Donceel’s use of
Aquinas’s statement, ‘“ Every substantial generation precedes and
does not follow the substantial form,” is misplaced. Donceel
seems to think that, by joining a rational soul as form to a body
as yet unorganized (i.e.,, not having organs), we would have
generation (the coming-to-be of a substance) after the form is
in place. Obviously, however, when the substantial form is in
place, substantial generation is complete, and all further changes
would be developments of the substance. We can only say that
the embryo body is a potential human body once we have estab-
lished that there is no rational soul present. This remains to be
seen.

A second point of interest is Donceel’s analogy of a building to
the human body. He suggests that the form of the building is
only present in the finished building and that the human soul is
similarly present in an organized human body. But this analogy
is somewhat off base. As Aquinas notes in De Amnima, the
“form ™ of a house is artificial; a building does not have a sub-

16 Thomas Wassmer, S.J., “ Questions About Questions,” Commonweal 86

(1967) : 417.
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stantial unity as a human body does.?” The body is one because
it is perfected by one form.*®* The building is an aggregate or
composite; it is, if you will, only analogically one. Donceel’s
comparisons of the soul to the form of a ball or of a statue are
somewhat more apt. There is a sense in which the form of ball
is not present until it attains a spherical shape; a statue needs to
be molded in clay or chipped from the stone before it is a statue.
There is, on the other hand, still a basic artificiality to these
forms. Does the ball, for instance, have to be perfectly spherical
to be a ball? Can it not be a fair or poor ball rather than only a
potential ball? How many chips in the stone does it take to make
a statue?

The uniqueness of the forms of living things as compared
to man-made objects is an interesting topic in itself but takes us
away from our main point. The question remains to be answered :
Is it possible that there is a human intellectual soul in the embryo
from conception, or must there be time enough for the develop-
ment of the body before God infuses such a soul? The only way
to answer such a question is to go directly to the texts of Aquinas
in which he lays out his theory of human generation and of the
proper proportionality of soul to body.

The Thomistic Texts

Donceel relies heavily for his interpretation of Aquinas on the
following definition of the soul, which is taken from Aristotle:
“The soul is the act of a physical organic body which has life po-
tentially.” ** Since “organic” in this context means “ having
organs,” Donceel interprets this statement as saying that all the
organs necessary for the proper operations of the human soul
must be in place for a human rational soul to be infused in the
body. There are other texts throughout Aquinas’s works to sup-
port this understanding.

In the De Anima, for instance, Aquinas says that

17 De Anima X, ad 16.
18 De Anima X, corp.
198 Th. 1,76, 4, ad 1; cf. Aristotle, De Anima I1, 1.
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form gives an act of existing and species to matter according as mat-
ter is disposed for the operations of the form, and because the body,
which is capable of being perfected by the soul, requires diversity in
its parts in order that it may be disposed for the different operations
of the soul.?

Similarly, in the Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas says the
following:

[S]lince the intellective soul is the most perfect of souls and its power
the highest, its proper perfectible [subject] is a body having great
diversity in its organs through which the multiplicity of its opera-
tions can be carried out. .. .®

Clearly, however, the embryo is alive, even from conception.
But if the embryo is not informed by a human rational soul, what
sort of form does it have? Today’s thinkers in favor of mediate
animation turn again to Aquinas’s texts, where the answer is
available. Agreeing with Aristotle that the embryo is an animal
before it is a man,*® Aquinas says: “ The embryo has first of all
a soul which is merely sensitive, and when this is removed, it is
supplanted by a more perfect soul, which is both sensitive and
intellectual.” ** In order to stay with his understanding of the
higher soul as containing within it the operations of the lower
forms,** he explains further:

And therefore it is said that since the generation of one thing is the
corruption of another, it is necessary to say that, both in man and
in other animals, when the more perfect form comes, the prior is
corrupted, in such a way that the subsequent form has whatever the
first hand, and even more. And so through many generations and
corruptions it arrives at the ultimate substantial form, both in man
and in other animals. And this is apparent to the senses in animals
generated from putrefaction. Thus it is said that the intellectual soul,
which is simultaneously both sensitive and nutritive, is created by
God at the end of human generation, the preexisting forms being
corrupted.z

20 De Anima X, ad 2.

218, C.G.11, 86, 4.

22 Aristotle, De Gen. Anim. 11, 3.

23S, Th.1,76,3,ad 3;c¢f. S. C. G. 11,89, 9; De Spir. Crea. I1], ad 13.
2¢ S, Th.1, 76, 3, corp.; 4, corp.

255, Th.1,118,2,ad 2.
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Clearly, then, Aquinas believes that there is a succession of souls,
nutritive and sensitive, before the body is finally in a position to
be informed by its ultimate form, the human rational soul. How
can this change take place?

Given that what comes into being is brought into being by
something already existing (reduction from potentiality to act by
what is already in act), we need to find the part or being that
does the moving or changing in this situation. There is a sug-
gestion in the Summa Contra Gentiles that it is the soul which
is responsible for the change.

That which is configured to something is constituted from the action
of that to which it is configured: the wax which is configured by the
seal receives this configuration from the impression of the seal. Now
one sees the bodies of men and other animals to be configured to the
proper soul; for the disposition of the organs is such that it suits
the operations of the soul exercised through them. The body there-
fore is formed by the action of the soul; and that is why Aristotle
says (De Anima IT) that the soul is the efficient cause of the body.?®

Aquinas concurs in this,*” insofar as it makes sense to say that
a soul is responsible for the formation of the human body.

Could it be that each successive soul, in some way, manages to
transcend itself—that is, to produce by its own power a body
capable of receiving a higher form? In this scenario, the original
vegetative soul produces a body with the organs necessary for the
sensitive soul, which in turn produces a body capable of receiv-
ing an intellectual soul. No; such a production is impossible and
is not what is indicated by the argument of wax and seal. There
is a lack of due proportion of producer to what is produced; a
cause cannot be the cause of what is greater than itself. Thus a
lower soul, which itself is incapable of higher operations, could
not be responsible for the production of organs of higher opera-
tions. Nor could it be the case that a lower soul upon further
perfection becomes the higher soul, for this would mean: a) that
a substantial form is susceptible of degrees, and b) that a rational

I, 88, 11.

25.C.G. 1
C.G.11, 89, 21.

av 5,
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soul is corruptible, since it would thus be founded in a vegetative
and sentient substance.?

It would seem, then, that a rational soul must be responsible.
Granting for the sake of argument that a rational soul is the in-
forming principle of the embryo, Aquinas goes through its powers
one by one. The power to organize the body cannot come from
the embryo’s generative powers, for these are operative only in
adults and for the purpose of generating others. It cannot be the
embryo soul’s nutritive power at work here, for in this process
nouishment is not assimilated but nutritive material in the mother
is brought together to form organs. The power of growth is not
responsible, Aquinas claims, because its function is to produce
change in quantity, not form. Obviously, the sensitive and intel-
lective powers are inappropriate to such a formation.*®

What is Aquinas left with?

It remains therefore that the formation of the body, especially con-
cerning its primary and principal parts, is not from the soul of the
-thing generated, nor from a formative power acting by virtue of the
generated thing, but from [a formative power] acting by virtue of
the generative soul of the father, the work of which is to make some-
thing like the generating thing according to its species.®

It is thus apparent that, for Aquinas, it is the soul of a parent
that is responsible for the development of the embryo body until
it is capable of supporting a rational soul.

In Aristotelian physics, whenever we speak of change or move-
ment, there is that which acts and that which is acted upon, i.e.,
something passive. The same holds true for Aristotelian biology,
which Aquinas accepted completely as authoritative. In the ab-
stract, it would serve perfectly well if the active part were do-
nated by the mother, and the passive part by the father. This is
not the case, however, according to this early theory of genera-
tion. Each parent donates a particular element: the female pro-
vides the menstrual blood, the father the semen. From a prac-

28 De Spir. Crea. 111,ad 13; S.C. G. I1, 89, 6 and 7.
28 C.G. 11, 89, 8.
08 C.G.II, 89 8; cf. 89, 21.
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tical perspective, it makes some sense that the fetal matter be
provided by the female, simply in terms of mass. This is precise-
ly what Aquinas says is the case: the female provides the passive
element.® If this is so, however, then the father provides the ac-
tive element. This means it is the father's soul which is respon-
sible for the development of a human body in the embryo. Yet this
seems to put us in the awkward position of saying either a) the
soul is transmitted in the semen, or b) the action of the father’s
soul must take place at a distance.

Aquinas devotes a chapter in Summa Contra Gentiles to lay-
ing out arguments favoring the transmission of the soul in, or
the forming of the soul from, the semen; he spends the next
chapter showing how this is impossible.** We have already seen
how the soul cannot develop through its stages on its own ac-
count. It is equally impossible that the soul be transmitted in the
semen, for thus we would have the form before the generation.®®
It is possible, however, for the father’s soul to act at a distance,
not directly, but through a medium. The generative power of the
soul is at work in the instrument of the semen,® rather as the
power of the hunter would be in the arrow which strikes an
animal at a distance.®® ‘“ This active force, which is in the semen,
and which is derived from the soul of the generator, is, as it were,
a certain movement of the generator’s soul itself. . . .” 3 The
semen contains a ‘‘ formative power ” which is based “on the
vital spirit which the semen contains as a kind of froth.” ¥ The
semen contains an active “ spirit,”” rather like an active gas or
heat or electrical charge, which explains the frothy whiteness of
the semen. When this comes in contact with the matter being
carried in the female, the menstrual blood, the semen goes to
work transmuting this blood, organizing it into a body. For the
animal, this transmutation by the semen takes place until the body
is disposed to activation by the sensitive soul.

18 Th 1,118, 1, ad 4.

28 (. G.11, 88 and 89. 85 De An. 11, ad 2.

338, C.G.11, 89, 4 and 5. 388, Th. 1,118, 1,ad 3; ¢f. S. C. G. 11, 89, 8.
34§ Th.1,118, 1, ad 4. 37 S.C.G.11, 89, 8.
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Afterwards, however, through the power of the active principle
which was in the semen, the sensitive soul was produced in the thing
generated in respect to some principal part, then already the very
sensitive soul of the offspring begins to work to the completion of its
own body through nutrition and augmentation.®®

Only then does the semen, as the instrumental agent, dissipate.
This is an important point. Since the species of the subject
formed changes, passing from semen to pure blood and on fur-
ther until it receives the ultimate form of a rational soul, it is
necessary that the formative power remain the same throughout
the process, from the beginning of the body’s formation until the
end (when it can support a rational soul). Thus one power is at
work through many generations and corruptions.®

Arguments against Mediate Animation

Donceel believes that, even in the context of contemporary
embryology, Aquinas would still today hold for some theory of
delayed hominization ; the body would be seen to develop step by
step, through vegetative and sensitive stages, until it is developed
enough to have organs, or at least the beginnings of organs,
capable of performing the tasks demanded of the body by an in-
tellectual soul. Donceel’s claim is that Aquinas’s conceptualization
of a succession of souls is valid regardless of the facts of genera-
tion. But this claim rests completely on an understanding of the
relationship between soul and body which prohibits the soul’s
presence unless the body has reached a sufficient degree of or-
ganization,

We must take issue with Donceel’s claim. Aquinas’s accept-
ance of Aristotle’s theory of a succession of souls is, in fact,
totally dependent on his acceptance of the corresponding theory
of generation. But what if generation does not take place in the
manner described? In order to explain the succession of souls,
which are not themselves responsible for the formation of the
body, there must be an active power, the semen, at work on the
passive matter, organizing the body throughout the succession of

38 S . Th. 1,118, 1,ad 4. 398 C.G.11, 89, 9.
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souls. Without this organizing power, there is no way to explain
the formation of the body.

Clearly, the semen—or, in modern terms, the sperm—does not
perform such a task. It appears that the development of the or-
gans is an activity imternal to the embryo, not one being per-
formed by an extrinsic power. At the very least, we can definite-
ly say that the semen does not have an active power or spirit in
the sense that Aquinas understood the term. Such spirits, as I
said earlier, were ‘“like hot, energetic gases (or even like our
idea of electricity).” ** Thus the seminal spirit contained the
quality of heat necessary for the refinement of the menstrual
blood and the consequent proper disposition of a living body as
something with both natural heat and natural moisture.** Ob-
viously, neither the semen nor the sperm have such properties as
this, nor do they continue to exist in themselves after conception.
The sperm that do not penetrate the ovum die shortly thereafter.
The semen that is not used as nutrient by the sperm is absorbed
or otherwise dissolved in the maternal body.

One might suggest that the genetic material carried by the
sperm (and, for that matter, by the ovum) performs this forma-
tive function, thus organizing a human being by the power of the
soul of the begetter rather than of the begotten. This seems im-
plausible, however, given the apparent character of the embryo.
Genetic material from the sperm does not work independently,
any more than does that from the mother; it is only when they
come together that there is any development in the direction of
the maturity of the individual. Conversely, whenever they come
together, such a tendency toward a mature individual is the re-
sult. Genetic material, being essentially chemical, operates by the

40 Benedict Ashley, “ A Critique of the Theory of Delayed Hominization”
in D. G. McCarthy and A. S. Moraczewski, ed., An Ethical Evaluation of
Fetal Experimentation: An Interdisciplinary Study (St. Louis: Pope John
XXIII Medical-Moral Research and Education Center, 1976), Appendix I, p.
119; cof. Generation of Animals, ed. A. L. Peck (Cambridge, Mass.: Loeb
Library, 1953) Appendix B, pp. 576-93, for a discussion of the semen and
preuma.

41 De An. 1X, ad 16.
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same basic properties as any chemical compound: the parts may
have one set of characteristics, but, with their joining, they each
cease their former existence, and a new set of characteristics be-
comes manifest. (In Thomistic terms, a new form manifests it-
self.) Sodium and chlorine, for instance, are both poisonous to
human beings, but as the chemical compound sodium chloride
(NaCl) they become common table salt. Such, analogously, is the
case with human genetic material. The ovum carries twenty-
three chromosomes, bearing the generative power of the mother;
the sperm’s twenty-three chromosomes bring the generative power
of the father. When they meet at fertilization, however, the com-
bination takes on a new set of characteristics specific to this
embryo.

We are thus without a way for the soul of the parents to pro-
vide the power, either immediately or mediately, to organize the
body of the embryo. Without the power of the soul of the be-
getter, Aquinas clearly would have nowhere else to turn but to
the soul of the begotten to explain this development.

This seems to put us between a rock and a hard place. We are
forced to say that the power must be in the soul of the embryo,
since the soul of the parent has been ruled out. Aquinas, however,
has already said how it is not a power in the embryo. How do we
get around this difficulty? First of all, T think it would be fair to
say that Aquinas worked through his theory with such consist-
ency, coming to the conclusions he did, because he was never
faced with the possibility that generation might take place in a
way he had never even considered. Aquinas was a philosopher
interested in metaphysical principles not so much in themselves
but rather as proper explanations of the facts of the world. The
“known facts ” of his day included this primitive theory of gen-
eration and embryology. Faced with the facts as we know them,
however, he probably would have worked out a different theory
to explain human development.

Naturally, we do not want to abandon any metaphysical prin-
ciples or ideas needlessly. Perhaps there is a way out of this
difficulty, based on principles drawn from within this philosophy.
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Arguments for Immediate Animation by the Rational Soul

The first thing that needs to be explained is how the soul of the
embryo can be responsible for the development of a human body
capable of exercising the operations proper to the intellectual
soul. We have ruled out the possibility of the vegetative or sen-
sitive souls of themselves being responsible for such development.
Donceel offers a modified version of this idea. Borrowing from
Rahner and Teithard de Chardin, he suggests that “ God [as
primary cause] enables the secondary causes to transcend their
own virtualities, inserting, as it were, His divine causality within
their own causality, without becoming a constitutive element of
their being.” * Such a theory, while interesting and arguable, is
not Aquinas. Since we are trying to sort out how Aquinas would
answer the question, it is best to leave this theory aside.

Given that neither a vegetative nor a sensitive soul is capable
of producing a human body, we are left with something of
Aquinas’s answer but with an important difference: a human ra-
tional soul must be responsible, not the soul of the begetter, how-
ever, but the soul of the begotten, of the embryo. Of course, we
have yet to explain how it is possible to say that the matter of
the embryo is sufficiently disposed to receive such a form.

Let us return for a moment to the analogy of soul to body as
impress of seal to wax. Aquinas seems to have some feeling for
this analogy and for its implications, for he says the following in
another work: “a soul is said to be in a body through a definite
shape, not in the sense that the shape is the cause of its being in
the body, but rather the shape of the body results from the
soul. .. .”** Thus, he is following closely Aristotle’s explanation
of the soul as cause.

The soul is the cause or source of the living body. The terms cause
and source have many senses. But the soul is the cause of its body
alike in all three senses which we explicitly recognize. It is a) the

42 Donceel, “ Immediate Animation,” p. 85.
43 De Spir. Crea. IV, ad 9 (my emphasis).
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source or origin of movement, it is b) the end, and it is ¢) the essence
of the whole living body.**

We have already recognized the soul as the essence or ground of a
living thing’s being, as the substantial form. For now, the point
of interest is the soul as end or final cause. Nature does what it
does, notes Aristotle, for the sake of something. All natural
bodies are organs of the soul and exist for the sake of the soul.*
In other words, we need a soul even simply to have the organs
we do, and we need a rational soul. As we have seen, it cannot
be the rational soul of anyone but the embryo.

Lest it be said that I have been unfair to the text of Aquinas,
let us continue for a moment with a passage quoted above. In a
line which once again appears to support mediate animation, he
says the following: “. . . and hence where there is no shape suited
to ‘this soul’, ‘this soul’ cannot actually be.” *® Now if this
is taken to mean that, the human soul cannot be if the complete
human organism is not present, with all the organs necessary for
the operations of the soul, then we must contest this statement.
For one thing, this conclusion not only does not follow from the
premises; it is, in fact, contrary to the premises. It also appears
to be empirically falsifiable. If T am missing my arms or my
eyes or if I have an artificial heart, am I less a person simply be-
cause I do not have the right shape? The real point here is that
we have a natural tendency toward certain limits of shape.

It seems to me that these natural tendencies are precisely how
it is that we define a thing and decide what sort of form it has.
Natural potentialities are due to the form, in this case, the soul.
Francis Wade talks about them in this way:

Between natural potentialities and their action there is nothing needed
except usable matter and this latter is from the side of the patient,
not the agent. The agent’s constitution is ready and prepared to act
when conditions permit. This will, of itself, supposing usable mat-
ter, develop all that is needed to become what it will be. . . . However

44 De Anima 11, 4 (415b 9-10).
45 De Anima 11, 4 (415b 15-20).
46 De Spir. Crea. IV, ad 9.
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one accounts for this process, no one would say that the plants and
animals in fact do not do their own self-developing from resources
in their constitution. . . .

[To summarize.] The potentiality of the fetus to become an adult is
not a passive potency [like the ability to get a good suntan], which
is neutral to the future; nor a specifiable active potentiality [such as
the potential to learn geometry], which is a very “ iffy ”” promise ; but
is an active natural potentiality or tendency, which is a guarantee of
the future as far as the agent is concerned.*’

111

Rudolph Gerber argues that the whole point of the term “ or-
ganic ”’ or the phrase ““ having organs ” is to indicate “ specifical-
ly human structure.” The genotype is sufficient to give us this
structure; ** through the DNA, the entity is determined to de-
velop in a specifically human way, toward becoming an adult
human, with all the organs necessary to perform the operations
of a rational soul. Wade concurs:

Now, I would like to suggest . . . that the natural tendency to think
and to choose is basic to the being of the fetus, and the biological
tendencies (the ones most clearly active in the genotype) are only
specifications of the radical tendency to become a thinking being.*®

Some suggest, however, that while it may be true that the ra-
tional soul might be present, it is necessary for it to have an organ
by which it might perform the formation of the rest of the organs
necessary for its functions. Without a first primary organ, one
might argue, the whole will never even get started. Benedict
Ashley takes this objection particularly seriously and looks for
something that could be considered such a primary organ in the
one-celled conceptus. His answer is the nucleus of the cell. The
nucleus contains the specifying genetic material. Following this,
the nuclei of the daughter cells can be considered the primary
organs, until the appearance of the “ primary organizer "’ and the
beginning of cell differentiation. Soon, there appears the primi-
tive streak, the primordial central nervous system, which from its

47 Francis Wade, S.J., “ Potentiality in the Abortion Discussion,” Review of
Metaphysics 29 (1975) : 239-55.
48 Gerber, p. 245-6. 49 Wade, “ Potentiality,” p. 254.
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beginning exhibits a polarity indicating at which end the brain
will be formed. From this point on, we have the beginnings of
the primary organ in the human being.’® Ashley argues that the
nucleus in the one-celled conceptus “ is epigenetically and substan-
tially identical with the primordial central nervous system mani-
fested in the primitive streak.” ®* He goes on to say that this
means that

an existential and dynamic continuity can be traced from the nucleus
of the zygote to the cortex of the human infant. There is at all times
a central organ maintaining life and producing development and dif-
ferentiation, and this constitutes epigenetic identity.52

It could be argued, however, that a nucleus is not an organ in
the sense that Aquinas meant the term, and thus we are left with-
out the properly disposed matter to move the rest of the matter
of the zygote into the proper human shape. There is an answer
to this objection available in Aquinas. In describing the whole
process of generation in question 118 of the First Part of the
Summa Theologiae, Aquinas makes these two statements.

[TThis active power in the semen, which is derived from the generat-
ing soul, is as it were a certain movement of the generating soul it-
self. . . . Therefore it is not necessary that this active power have
some organ w act. . . .5

[TThe fetal matter is provided by the female. In this matter there is
already from the beginning a vegetative soul, not according to second
act, but according to first act, like the sensitive soul in one who is
sleeping. When, however, it begins to take in nourishment, then it
already operates in act.

The significance of these lines must not be lost. The first is
saying that the formative power does not need an organ to be
operative. If this is true of a power of a soul working at a dis-
tance, how much more must it be true of a soul immediately
present.

50 Ashley, pp. 123-4.
51 Thid,, p. 125. 58 S. Th. 1, 118, 1, ad 3 (my emphasis).
82 Tbid. 4 8. Th 1,118, 1, ad 4.



36 STEPHEN J. HEANEY

The second is saying that it is possible for a soul to be present
even though there are no actual organs present. When the organs
develop, then the soul begins to operate. Aquinas is saying this
of the nutritive soul, but a rational soul, which also contains
the powers of nutrition and sensation, is equally capable of in-
forming such matter. Gerber makes this point forcefully.

In the first place, one might question the validity of the mediate
animists’ attempt to interpret the Aristotelian-Thomistic definition
of the soul as the rigid requirement for the time of the soul’s in-
fusion. With the exception of the words actus primus, that defini-
tion is an operative account of the soul. The soul itself is the first
or vivifying, substantial act; its operations are second acts, and it
was from the diversity of these operations that Thomas concluded
that the subject of the soul needed a diversity of organs. . . . But the
soul itself is first act independently of its operations, which are sec-
ond acts. In order to account for the required perfections of matter,
it does not seem necessary to posit additional substantial forms as
preparatives of the matter of the soul. Rather, it would suffice to
consider the soul as a causally complex form which itself prepares
matter for those operations. Since the human soul as substantial
form contains the vegetative and sentient faculties within its own
influence, it could by these functions progressively inform the embryo
to the operative intellectual stage.®®

Aquinas himself seems to be making this same point in the
following passage.

Aristotle does not say that the soul is merely the act of a body, but
the act of a physical organic body having life potentially ; and that this
potentiality does not reject the soul. Thus it is manifest that in this
the soul is called the act such that the soul itself is included, in the
same way of speaking that we say that heat is the act of what is hot,
and light of what is lit; not that separately there be a lit thing with-
out light, but because it is a lit thing through the light. And similar-
ly we say that the soul is the act of a body, etc., through which soul
it is both a body, and organic, and has potential life [i.e., is capable
of performing living operations]. But the first act is said to be in
potency in respect to the second act, which is operation; for such
potency is not rejecting—that is, not excluding—the soul.*®

55 Gerber, “ Soul Infused,” p. 244.
56 S, Th. 176, 4, ad 1; cf. Aristotle, De Anima 11,1 (412b 251.).
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It is important not to rely too heavily on the phrase ““ organic ”
or “having organs” in discussing the relationship of soul to
body and what constitutes a properly disposed body. The human
body must have a diversity of organs to be properly disposed for
the operations of the soul, that is, for second act. A one-celled
conceptus with the specific human genotype, on the other hand, is
matter well enough disposed to be the proper subject of the human
intellectual soul in regard to first act, to be the matter for which
such a soul is the substantial form.

In summation, I hope to have shown several things: a) that
Aquinas’s theory of the succession of souls is dependent on his
theory of generation, based in an outmoded biology; b) as a re-
sult, there is no power other than the embryo’s own soul which
can perform the formation of the organs necessary for the op-
erations of the soul; c) that soul must be a human intellectual
soul from the beginning of the embryo’s being; and d) from the
time of fertilization the conceptus is matter properly disposed to
be the subject of such a form as the rational soul. Thus, it is rea-
sonable to say that infusion of this soul by God takes place at con-
ception and that we are from conception human persons.

Postscript: More Recent Opinions

Views similar to Donceel’s are expressed in an article by Wil-
liam A. Wallace, O.P., entitled “ Nature and Human Nature as
the Norm in Medical Ethics.” ®® This article contains some very
interesting attempts to cast substantial form and prime matter in
the light of contemporary physics, chemistry, and biology, but
with regard to our problem here Wallace presents the following
arguments:

Is the transient form that is becoming a chimpanzee really a chim-
panzee from the first moment of formation of the zygote? Alterna-
tively, is the radioactive neptunium that is breaking down into lead
really lead from the first moment of its radioactive decay? Invok-

57 William A. Wallace, O.P., “ Nature and Human Nature as the Norm in
Medical Ethics,” in Catholic Perspectives on Medical Morals, ed. Edmund D.
Pelligrino (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer, 1989), pp. 23-52.
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ing the agere sequitur esse axiom, one would think that, just as an
element with the properties of neptunium should be regarded as
neptunium and not as lead, even though it will eventually become
lead, so a transient nature that exhibits only vegetative activities
should be regarded as a plant and not as an animal, even though the
term of its growth is a stable animal nature.®®

The case is similar for humans. Wallace concludes that

a Thomistic natural philosophy, updated to incorporate the findings
of modern science, can influence the decision between the two alterna-
tives, and would probably favor delayed over immediate hominiza-
tion on the basis that the former is more consonant with nature’s
other operations.®®

For Wallace, the theory of immediate hominization “ miscon-
strues how nature itself operates as a cause in the eduction of
forms, and would bring God into a natural process at a stage
where his action is not required.” *

Wallace’s analysis in this area misses the mark on several key
points. 1) “ Nature ” is not something above and beyond the sub-
stantial forms that make it up. FEach individual nature is what
it is because of its substantial form, i.e., the substantial form
gives the thing its nature. (In the material world, it must be
coupled with matter to be a complete nature.) 2) An effect can-
not be greater than the cause. Demanding, however, that lower
forms be responsible for the shaping of the material, such that a
higher form is educed, in effect demands that a lower form pro-
duce what is greater than itself. The analogy between the move-
ment from neptunium to lead and that from * transient-” or
“ plant-chimpanzee " to ““ animal-chimpanzee ” is not valid. A shift
in form on the same level might be possible due to the power in-
herent in the first forms. A ““ downgrading” of form—say, from
sensitive to vegetative—might also be possible, due to the fact
that a higher form contains within itself the powers of the lower
forms. An ‘““upgrade,” however, violates the principle of the
effect not being greater than the cause. 3) Aquinas escapes this

58 Ihid,, p. 47. 59 Ibid., p. 48. 60 Thid., p. 50.
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dilemma by saying that the soul (the substantial form) of the
parent has produced a body ready for infusion of a new soul by
God. As we have seen, this is not the case. Thus, we are left
with only one conclusion: there must be a human soul from fer-
tilization to account for human development. The argument
Wallace notes regarding historical and functional identity ®* is
not a account of biology which demands infusion at fertilization
but rather an explanation of how such infusion—already de-
manded by causal concerns—is possible.

Norman M. Ford, S.D.B., (of the Catholic Theological Col-
lege in Melbourne, Australia) has put together one of the most
thorough treatments of this topic in When Did I Begin?.** This
book is impressive not only because it presents a depth of scientific
research and explanation but also because it takes so seriously the
argument for immediate animation and the Aristotelian-Thom-
istic principles involved, before deciding in favor of delayed ani-
mation. Indeed, once one reads the section on immediate ani-
mation, one is hard-pressed to figure how anyone could find fault
with such a position—and yet Ford does. Unfortunately, it seems
to this writer that he comes to his conclusion by misappropriating
the very principles he seemed to understand so clearly earlier on.

For Ford, it is true that the fertilized ovum has a “ biological
human nature”,®® but this does not mean that a human person,
with a human soul as form of the body, is present. Rather, he
argues that a genetic human being is present but not an ontologi-
cal human being. The latter does not seem to be present until the
primitive streak stage® A person is “a distinct on-going onto-
logical individual with a biological human nature.”®

Ford argues that the possibility of twinning and recombina-
tion indicates that such an on-going individual is not present. If,
for instance, one cell divides into two, neither is said to be the
original cell—neither of the two new individuals is the first in-

1 Thid., p. 49.

62 Norman M. Ford, S.D.B., When Did I Begin? (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1988).

8 Thid., p. 128. 84 Tbid., pp. 168-77. 85 Ibid., p. 128,
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dividual. Similarly, recombining cells would destroy the identity
of the recombined cells, with a new entity—the combination—
being a new individual. Ford is also concerned with the fact that
both the embryo and placenta come from the same cell mass at
differentiation, even though one is the individual and the other is
not. Since there is no guarantee prior to cell differentiation that
twinning or recombination will not occur nor that any particular
cell will differentiate into embryonic vs. non-embryonic cells,
Ford is unwilling to say that there is an ontological human indi-
vidual (a person) prior to the appearance of the primitive streak.
Like Donceel, Ford waits until an actual organ (of sorts) ap-
pears before conceding that a human soul is present in this
matter.

There are several problems with Ford’s analysis, despite the
care he takes. 1) In Thomistic terms, what would it mean to say
that something has a ““ biological human nature ” without there-
by having a human form? Ford claims to be fighting against
dualism,®® but this is a very dualistic notion. 2) Just because it
is not this human individual person does not mean that it is not
@ human individual person. Ford has not adequately dispelled the
argument that at least one individual could continue through
twinning or recombination—a position which he is careful to
spell out.®” Even if it were true, however, that the coming to be
of two individuals from one, or of one from two, entails the
death of the prior individual(s), it does not entail that there was
no ontological individual at all. In fact, Ford’s own definition—
““a human person begins as a living individual with the inherent
active potential to develop towards adulthood without ceasing to
be the same ontological individual ” ®*—applies equally to the one-
celled zygote as to the blastocyst. The conceptus has this in-
herent active potential; the fact that some might not realize this
potential does not argue against their being ontological individ-
uals. The problem here seems to be a confusion of material with
formal causality. To say that one individual may give rise to two

88 Ibid., p. 130. 87 Ibid., pp. 112-16. 88 Ibid,, p. 85.
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is true but only materially. The form either ceases to be in this
matter or continues in one of the material bodies. It seems to me
that Ford ultimately makes the same mistake that Donceel and
many philosophers make in this area: he is searching for mate-
rial conditions rather than looking to see what operations are
being performed that require the presence of the human soul.

Two other articles which appeared recently seem to put the
same metaphysical cart before the horse.®® The first article ap-
peared in Theological Studies in December of 1990. Entitled
“ Reflections on the Moral Status of the Pre-Embryo,” it was
authored by Thomas Shannon and Allan B. Wolter, O.F.M. The
second piece, “ Who or What is the Preembryo?” by Richard
McCormick, S.J., led off the inaugural issue of the Kennedy In-
stitute of Ethics Journal in March, 1991.

Essentially, McCormick asks the question: What is necessary
for personhood? His answer is developmental individuality.
Even genetic individuality is not enough. In taking on the argu-
ments of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith ex-
pressed in Donum wvitae, McCormick says this document seems
unaware that in the preembryo’s earliest stages the constituent
cells are only “loosely associated.” ™ Thus:

For the CDF, if the preembryo is genetically individualized, it is in-
dividualized in the most radical sense. Thus it asks: “ How could
a human individual not be a human person?” A possible, and in
my judgment sufficient, response to this question is: “by not yet
being a human individual (developmentally single).”

Ultimately, however, the question is rather: What is necessary
for development toward a physically discernable individual at the
primitive streak stage? I suggest Aquinas’s answer (and mine)
would be that it is the presence of a human rational soul. McCor-
mick’s own observation seems to indicate this.

6% This may be due to the fact that they rely so heavily on some of these
same authors.

70 Richard McCormick, S.J., “ Who or What is the Preembryo?” Kennedy
Institute of Ethics Journal, March 1991, pp. 7-8.

71 Ibid., p. 8.
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Under favorable circumstances, the fertilized ovum will move through
developmental individuality then progressively through functional,
behavioral, psychic, and social individuality. In viewing the first
stage, one cannot afford to blot out subsequent stages.™

How is such development possible at all without the presence of
a human rational soul?

Shannon and Wolter’s errors are similar. Concentrating on
the question of human individuality, they assert that ““a deter-
minate and irreversible individuality is a necessary, if not a suf-
ficient, condition for it to be a human person.” ®® Further, this
individuality, i.e., being properly speaking a “ human individual,”
cannot eventuate until after the process of restriction and deter-
mination.” Until that time, the possibility of twinning and the
totipotentiality of cells in the zygote indicates that “ the organism
is not necessarily single.” *® In other words, the zygote is more
correctly a loosely bound aggregation of individuals.

Again, though, the issue arises: while immediate animation
can explain the facts of twinning and totipotency, how can the
mediate animation theory explain the fact that most zygotes do
not divide—or, for that matter, that any do not divide? that the
totipotent cells are loosely bound in this particular way, and not
in a variety of ways? that they all develop according to the same
process? For Aquinas, if effect is not to be greater than cause,
a human soul must be responsible. Since for us the soul of one of
the parents cannot be the cause, the cause must be the human ra-
tional soul of the zygote, right from the moment genetic unique-
ness is established.

Furthermore, one is struck by the somewhat dualistic char-
acterization of the relationship between soul and body in this ac-
count of the human person. Dualism could be seen in Norman
Ford’s explanation, but it is much more evident here. For in-

72 Thid,, p. 12.

73 Thomas Shannon and Allan B. Wolter, O.F.M. “ Reflections on the
Moral Status of the Pre-embryo,” Theological Studies 51 (1990) : 613.

7¢ Ibid., p. 614.

75 Ihid., p. 613.
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3

stance, Shannon and Wolter opt for the terms * immaterial in-
dividuality ” and ‘‘ immaterial selfhood ” instead of “ soul.” ®
This sounds more Platonic that Aristotelian/Thomistic. For
Aquinas, there is no human immaterial individual or self apart
from the composite of body and soul. While the soul may sur-
vive death, it is incomplete in its nature, not fully a self or par-
ticular individual.”™ A second instance of this dualism occurs
where they examine the definition of personhood used in Catholic
moral theory: an individual substance of a rational nature. When
is such a rational nature present? they ask: at the primitive streak
stage, or the completion of simple neural circuits, or at the ap-
pearance of an integrated nervous system?™ Of course, the
Thomistic answer to the question is: there is a rational nature
when the material being is informed by a rational soul. The soul
is the form of the body and so makes it to be, to be a body, and
to be this kind of body (living and rational). ‘ Nature” is not
limited to material things. Angels and God are considered per-
sons because they are complete individual substances of a rational
nature, yet they are non-bodily.

In the third instance of dualism, and using an argument much
like William Wallace’s, Shannon and Wolter reach back to
Wolter’s own 1960 article, “ Chemical Substance.”

Philosophically speaking, we have every reason to believe that the
dynamic properties of the organic matter—the elements of the fully
formed zygote——owe their existence to their organizational form or
the system. Important to note is that ““ where there are only mate-
rial powers—that is, the ability to form material systems—, there is
only a material nature or substance.” Thus the material system or
form of the developing body can explain its own activity. We con-
clude that there is no cogent reason, either from a philosophical or
still less from a theological viewpoint, why we should assert, for in-

78 Ibid., p. 615.

77 See S. Th.1,75 art. 2and 4.

78 Shannon and Wolter, p. 620,

79 Allan B. Wolter, “ Chemical Substance,” in Philosophy of Science
(Jamaica, N.Y.: St. John’s University, 1960), originally titled “ The Problem
of Substance.”
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stance, that the human soul is either necessary or directly respon-
sible for the architectonic chemical behavior of nucleo-proteins in the
human body.®°

The mistake here, it seems to me, is precisely the same as Wal-
lace’s: the argument fails to respect the utterly foundational
axiom that an effect cannot be greater than its cause. Yes, form
can be educed from the potency of matter, but only if there is a
sufficient cause, equal to or greater than the form educed, which
is responsible for bringing the matter to that potentiality.
Aquinas would hold that the human soul is directly responsible
for the behavior of proteins in the human body. Otherwise, we
must say there is more than one form, more than one soul, in the
human being, and this in turn would mean we are not one being,
but several—which Aquinas emphatically denies.®*

Finally, although the passage and footnote are fairly brief,
Shannon and Wolter seem particularly concerned about the prob-
lem of embryonic wastage. The fact that about 55% of fertiliza-
tions come to a quick end in miscarriage “ intuitively argues
against the creation of a principle of immaterial individuality at
conception.” # This is, indeed, a jarring statistic, and perhaps
one day we will have a full explanation of why this might be the
case. Still, our job as philosophers is to explain how all the facts
are possible. This the theory of immediate animation does; the
theory of mediate animation cannot. We should not be deterred
from accepting the explanation simply because the corollaries
make us uncomfortable.®®

There is one small item in Shannon and Wolter’s article which

80 Shannon and Wolter, pp. 620-621.

81 See Summa Theologiae I, Q. 76, art. 1, 3, and 4.

82 Shannon and Wolter, p. 619.

8] find it far more disturbing that the authors are willing to suggest that
the claim of immediate animation is “ not only irrational but blasphemous” (p.
618). In footnote 60 (p. 618), they say, “ To ascribe such bungling of the
conceptual process to an all-wise creator would seem almost sacriligeous.” It
seems to this writer that our job is to discover and explain what is happen-
ing and not to set about blaming God for his apparent inefficiency. The blas-
phemy occurs when we try to hold God to our far from wise standards.
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sent me searching for more information. In discussing the physi-
ological status and development of the preembryo, they quoted an
article by Carlos A. Bedate and Robert C. Cefalo, entitled ““ The
Zygote: To Be or Not to Be a Person.” ® What was most sig-
nificant there was the claim that, for the zygote to become an
embryo, ‘‘further essential and supplementary genetic informa-
tion to what can be found in the zygote itself is required.” ®® In
other words, the zygote appears not to be self-sufficient for fur-
ther development. Could it be that Aristotle was right—that, at
least in the earliest stages, the body is still being formed by the
power of the parent? If so, it would not be necessary to posit the
existence of a human rational soul from the time of the combina-
tion of genetic material.

In their very short article, Bedate and Cefalo come at the per-
sonhood of the zygote from a completely different (and particu-
larly challenging) angle. As their introductory paragraph states:

Many of the philosophical and moral-theological arguments against
very early abortion or manipulation of the pre-embryo presuppose
that the zygote contains all the information necessary to produce the
specific biological character of the future adult. . . . In such argu-
ments the zygote is accorded a special status because of the claim
that the biological uniqueness of the future adult is determined at the
moment of conception. Such philosophical and theological positions
that depend on this empirical presupposition must be radically re-
vised if that presupposition can be shown to be false.%®

Bedate and Celafo’s argument runs essentially as follows: 1)
The fact of differentiation cannot be explained simply by refer-
ence to genetic information already in the zygote; for 2) a
hydaditiform mole can be produced from a healthy zygote; there-
fore 3) not all genetic information necessary for becoming an
embryo is present in the zygote, so 4) it must come from in-
teraction with the mother.

84 Carlos A. Bedate and Robert C. Cefalo, “ The Zygote: To Be or Not to
Be a Person,” Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 14 (1966) : 641-645.

85 Shannon and Wolter, p. 608.

88 Bedate and Cefalo, p. 641.
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If the authors are correct about 2), this would indicate that
the personal soul is not present at this stage but would not prove
it. It would be still possible that this zygote was subject to a
genetic defect or other malady which killed it as a person. The
fact is, however, that Bedate and Cefalo’s information has sim-
ply been superseded. An article by Donald DeMarco in the
January 1991 issue of Ethics and Medics® cites Jerome Le-
jeune’s testimony in the Tennessee frozen embryo case from
August of 1989. Lejeune has proven that the hydaditiform mole
is formed not from a healthy zygote but from a “ pseudo-zygote ”
formed by two male gametes, two sets of male chromosomes.®®

In like manner, differentiation may indicate lack of sufficient
material in the zygote, but it does not prove it. As Bedate and
Cefalo argue:

It seems that extrazygotic information is not necessary during the
first division of the zygote. . . . However, at a certain moment this
information for producing more blastocysts is lost, since the divi-
sion stops and another completely different process (differentiation)
begins. Where does the information necessary for this other process
come from? Some type of interaction between molecules of the
zygote and extra-zygotic molecules must occur, because a stage de-
velops at which the blastocyst is established in the uterus with ab-
solute physiological dependence on the mother. At this point the
process of embryonic differentiation begins.®®

Since our knowledge of the coding and workings of genetic in-
formation is far from complete, it is certainly not necessary that
the information triggering differentiation be extra-zygotic. The
coincidental evidence, however, is striking. Let us grant, for the

87 Donald DeMarco, “ Zygotes, Persons, and Genetics,” Ethics and Medics,
January 1991, pp. 3-4. The Lejeune testimony is published in Child and Family
21 (1989/90) : 7-52.

88 Demarco, p. 4. Similarly, a dermoid cyst occurs from division of an un-
fertilized ovum.

89 Bedate and Cefalo, p. 643. Tt should be noted that the authors do not
seem intent on proving this conclusion beyond any doubt. The argument is
qualified at several key points with phrases such as “ It is likely . . .” and “It
seems that. . ..”
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sake of argument, that interaction with molecules outside the
zygote provides the last piece of information which sets off the
differentiation process. What metaphysical significance does this
have? Does it mean that a human rational soul-—hence, a per-
son—is not present? Is a power of the parent still at work, form-
ing the body of this individual?

The evidence suggests a more likely scenario. A parental
power may be at work, but its power is only instrumental, not
formative. Take this passage, for instance: “ At most, the
zygote possesses the molecules that have the potential to acquire
informing capacity.” ® What seems to be going on here is that
the maternal molecules supplying the necessary bits for the begin-
ning of differentiation simply enable the zygote to do its own
work of formation. The human soul of the zygote can do this
work alone, even though, for a while, certain necessary physical
conditions must be supplied from outside the zygote. The power
of differentiation at a certain stage is a power of the thing, hence
derived from its soul, but it is a passive power, requiring certain
triggering events. An analogy might serve as an illustration. We
have powers of sensation, but these powers do not act all by them-
selves. They require an external stimulus to begin their opera-
tion. Without a sound, the power of hearing is useless. This does
not mean sound is part of the power of hearing, but it is a nec-
essary condition for it. Likewise, the power of formation into
the embryo stage is already present in the zygote, awaiting the
necessary conditions for beginning its operation.

Under this latter scenario, the better explanation of the per-
sonhood of the zygote and embryo would be that the same soul,
the human rational soul, is present in the zygote and embryo,
and it alone is properly responsible for the formation of the body
from the combination of male and female chromosomal material.
The power of the parents in the formation of the zygote and
embryo, necessary in Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s understanding of
fetal development—in fact, necessary to anmy theory of mediate

90 Bedate and Celafo, p. 642.
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animation under Thomistic metaphysical principles—is simply
not present.

Each of these authors under scrutiny has missed the mark by
approaching the issue from the perspective of material conditions
rather than what operations require the human soul. They sug-
gest that we must have a human ontological individual before the
soul comes. But it is, in fact, the soul which makes this matter
to be a human ontological individual.



THE MODALITY OF BEING

RoserT C. BEISSEL

Phoeniz, Arizona

“ It must be of itself that the divine thought
thinks.” Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk. 12,¢. 9.

T. THOMAS IS AS Neoplatonic as Plotinus in his
awareness that Being is not being and that being is not
Being.* Yet, like St. Augustine, St. Thomas knew that

being is closer to Being than to itself; he knew that beyond the
question “ Why being rather than nothing? ” lay another, a more
baffling one, namely, “ Why being rather than only Being?”

That being is not Being is indisputable. The philosopher seeks
to understand how, in spite of that, being is and why. How to
understand being while really distinguishing it from Being with-
out diminishing Being—such is the puzzle. The difficulty lies in
finding its answer without denying or changing the terms of the
question, no matter how hard those terms may be.

A problem is sometimes underestimated, even by one who
knows its answer, because its answer is not really understood. A
school child may not think the question “ Why is the earth
round? ” difficult, when by rote it knows that gravity causes all
earthly bodies to fall to a center. Only when the child perceives
that gravity may not be easy to understand does it appreciate the
difficulty of the question.

St. Thomas cannot be accused of underestimating the problem

1 Two notes: one on terminology and one on citations. First, “ Being” here
signifies ens primum, the god, the creator; “being” signifies being composed
of potentiality and act, including both material and immaterial substance and
accidents, ens creatum. Second, citations are given below only for points of
Aristotelian-Thomistic sources which the specialist reader may want to verify
or into which that reader may wish to inquire further. For the rest, it has
been presumed the reader is familiar enough with the Aristotelian-Thomistic
philosophical tradition to recognize the common doctrine of the school.
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of being. He knew that, when Being is shown to be the cause of
being, a puzzling implication follows, namely, that Being is the
immediate analogical cause of being. The following pages detail
the problem this implication presents and the solution it finds in
the work of St. Thomas.

I

The philosophical ancient history of demiurges and interme-
diate intelligences supplied to keep Being decently removed from
being attests to the difficulty of understanding what it means to
say that Being is the immediate cause of being. Moderns deny
the existence of Being for much the same reason that ancient
philosophers placed intermediaries between Being and being: the
ancients thought being unworthy of Being; the moderns think
being so evidently imperfect that nothing like Being could be re-
sponsible for it.

Although it lacks similarly clear historical witness, the diffi-
culty of understanding what it means to say that Being is an
analogical cause of being is no less striking. Univocal causes are
of the same species as their effects and, therefore, are distinct
from them numerically by reason of subject or matter. But, while
analogical causes are specifically different from the subjects in
which their effects are wrought, the perfections they cause in
them are not distinct from the perfections of those causes. In-
deed, those perfections in cause and effect are identical, not just
in species but in number.?

Examples may be helpful here. Agents of natural genera-
tion are univocal causes of their issue, not only in factum esse,

2 Summa Theol. 1-2, q. 20, a. 3, ad 3. St. Thomas refers to this distinction
in many places, e.g.,, 1, q. 4, aa. 2, 3c and ad 3; q. 13, a. 5c and ad 1; q. 104,
a.l; Contra Gentes, 2, c. 21; 3, c. 65; 4, c. 7; De Ver., q. 10, a. 12, ad 3; and
many other places in the works cited as well as in other works. (The in-
terested reader is best advised to look at the Tabulag Aurea for the distinction
under the entry Causa.) It goes without saying that all talk of “ cause” here
presumes an Aristotelian notion of causality, not a Humean one. All causes
actually causing exist simultaneously with their effects for as long as the
causality is actual.
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but in fiert as well. Daisies beget daisies and men beget men;
local motions applied to intervening bodies cause specifically iden-
tical motions in those bodies, as the motion of a teacher’s arm
causes the specifically identical local motion in the chalk he moves
across a blackboard. The perfections in cause and effect are really
distinguished by the matter in which each is realized.

Analogical agents are not unfamiliar. The will is an analogical
cause of a moral agent’s external acts; the morality of the external
act is none other than the morality of the will which causes it.
The existence (esse) of a substance is an analogical cause of the
existence of its accidents; while a substance is “ such ” by its ac-
cidental forms, these exist by its existence. Sunlight is the cause
of the moon’s light; the light of the sun as reflected by the moon
is the sun’s. A figure is the cause of its reflection in a mirror;
the figure is identical in both.

Sunlight and reflection are apt metaphors here. But they ap-
pear to break down in the obvious particular that the moon and
mirror are already there to receive the sun’s light. Without, a
share in existence from Being, no other being would be “ there ”
to receive a share in anything.

Some, therefore, conclude that, before® other beings actually
exist, they are merely ideas in the mind of the god. In this meta-
physical scenario, when existence is added to those ideas, they
become real in themselves. But if that is so and all there is to it,
after what has just been said of analogical causes, the distinction
between Being and being is obliterated. If what a being can be
(its essence) is a divine idea and its actual existence is the very
existence of Being (as the moon’s light is the sun’s light), noth-
ing appears to distinguish being from Being.

What does it mean, then, to say that Being is an immediate
analogical cause of being?

Being is infinite. Since agents act as they exist, Being is cap-
able of infinite efficiency, i.e., Being may make something of noth-

3 Words like “first”, “then”, “before”, in contexts like the present one
refer, of course, not to time but to priority or posteriority in thought or
being.
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ing. But, as St. Thomas teaches, Being is not really related to
being; hence Being is not opposed to being. It follows, then, that
however much being is really distinct from Being, Being is not
really distinct from being. Being simply has no reference to be-
ing, whereas all that being is, is related to Being.*

Additionally, as Aristotle says, Being is “thought thinking
thought ” or, as St. Thomas phrases it, ipsum intelligere. The
to be of Being is to know : esse psychicum, as distinguished from
esse physicum in our categories. We say a form exists modo
physico in the known and modo psychico in the knower, i.e., the
form is one and the same in both, distinguished in the known and
knower according to modality alone. We recognize, too, that the
knower is really related to the known, while the known is only
rationally related to the knower. The expression “ thought think-
ing thought ” is not an empty sterility, denoting an idea without
content. Just the opposite, it is an idea that is and is all that can
be thought. Being’s actuality makes possibility possible: whatever
can be is actually known to that knower, since it is all that can
be actually known to be.

Moreover, because Being is ipsum intelligere, not only does
Being act intelligently, its ntelligere is its agere. Its agency is
exercised by its knowing.

Hence, Being does not first exist physically and then think
other things into existence. That conception demeans Being by
making its knowledge dependent upon objects distinct from it-
self. It also demeans being by making it not real in itself but a
thought in a physically pre-existing divine mind. Finally, it
mistakenly supposes that psychological existence is always de-
pendent upon a causal object.

We conceive physical being before psychological being. “ Sub-
stance knows ”’ is the way we think of it, never *“ knowledge sub-
sists.” But in Being that is just the way it is. Accordingly, that
is just the way the relationship of Being to being as cause to
effect must be considered. What is Being psychologically is, by

+ Summa Theol., 1, q.45,a. 3; cf. q. 13,a. 7.
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Being’s causality, physically being. In short, what Being thinks
of being is what being is in itself.

But more than that, since Being’s intelligere is Being itself,
Being thinks of being, not as being, but as Being. All that is in
Being is Being. In Being’s thought the possibility of being is ac-
tually Being, not being’s possibility. In Being there is no distinc-
tion of thought and object of thought. Rather being’s possibility
is Being’s actuality.

At this point it might be interposed that being is an obediential
potency to existence, requiring something on the part of that po-
tential being, namely, non-contradiction. This notion, more Car-
tesian than Thomistic, is based upon the misconception that be-
ing pre-exists itself in the mind of Being, as a non-contradictory
receptacle into which existence is received. But this conception
is mistaken, since it would imply that Being actually thinks being
rather than Being, which is just absurd.

An obediential potentiality to some form or perfection is at-
tributed to a subject not by reason of any intrinsic capacity for
that perfection but by reason of some cause which can bring that
perfection to existence in that subject. (Hence, it may well be
said that every subject in which an analogical cause brings about
an effect has an obediential potency to that effect.) But what is
not can have no potency, not even an obediential potency. And
non-contradiction is nothing at all until it is thought. But Being
does not think non-contradiction; it thinks Being.®

What is it then that Being knows of being that makes it being,
when all that Being knows is Being?

With this last question, the question Why being? has merely
been restated. But now, perhaps, it may be understood for its

5In this regard, it is misleading to divide being initially into possible and
actual being. All being in relation to Being is possible, not in the sense of
non-contradiction but as able to be caused by Being. Properly speaking being
is not divided as possible and actual being but as contingent and necessary
(namely, as material and immaterial substance). Being’s knowledge of these
make them to be, the necessary without ceasing to be, the contingent coming
to be and passing away. However they are known to be by Being, so they
are.



54 ROBERT C. BEISSEL

difficulty, and this is no mean advantage if it prevents its answer
from being undervalued.

II

Since Being and its operations are identical, any question about
its operations is a question about Being itself. All that can be
known about Being is known through its effects in being.

Being [understand, being] is composed of essence really dis-
tinct from existence. These are not composed as matter and
form, as substance and accident, or in any similar manner. Es-
sence terminates at existence, not that it might be what it is but
that it might be at all.

Therefore, essence is not first something possible (as a non-
contradiction) which is then composed with existence to make it
not an idea but a real thing. Essence is nothing until it terminates
at existence. Until it exists, essence is not at all. Real essence is
and, unless it is, it is not really essence. Such at least is St.
Thomas’s view of the matter.®

In short, although essence and existence are really distinct in
being, they are not only inseparable but unthinkable without each
other.

Essence cannot be without existence, and being can have no
existence without an essence to be. The notion that Being has an
idea of being before being exists is just not true. If Being knows
being, being is. And if being is essence and existence, that is
just what Being knows of it.

But being is something slightly more than essence and exist-
ence. Since it is an effect, it bears a modality from its cause. St.
Thomas’s articulation of the distinction between a thing and its
mode is instructive here.”

A mode is the measure a cause places upon its effect. When a
cause actively measures its effect, that measure is received in the

8E.g., Summa Theol., 1, q. 8, a. 1, where in a context closely related to
this discussion he points out that existence actualizes whatever being is.

7 Summa Theol, 1, q. 5, a. 5; 1-2, q. 85, a. 4; De Ver. q. 21, a. 6, ad 5;
1Sent, d. 3,q.2, 2.2 and a. 3, ad 3.
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effect as its mode, i.e., a mode is a measure in the thing measured.
Every effect has a modality from its matter (e.g., a portrait is
modified according as it is drawn in crayon or charcoal) and from
its agent (e.g., the portrait is modified according as it is drawn
by an artist or a toddler). Inasmuch as a cause is the active
measure of its effect, as cause it is unmodified; but to the extent
that it is itself caused, to that extent even as cause it is modified.

Since Being is the first cause uncaused, Being is unmodified
and unmeasured (as beyond measure). Since no matter pre-
exists being, being’s material modality derives from nothingness:
it is of itself unmeasured (as lacking a principle of its own meas-
ure). Its efficient modality derives from Being.

Further, both the material and the efficient modalities consti-
tute a single modification in the thing modified, since the agent
brings its effect out of the matter of its patient.® Thus, being’s
modality is: to be out of nothing by Being.

Because every predicate of Being is predicated analogically,
Being is called an analogical cause only analogically. But, since
Being 4s an analogical cause of being, what may be said of ana-
logical causes may be said of Being, albeit only analogically.

With that understood, it may be said that whatever perfection
is caused in being is the very perfection of Being (even as moon-
light is the light of the sun). Therefore, essence, existence, and
the modality of being are caused in being by Being. And, what-
ever is a perfection of being in them is the very perfection of
Being.

Accordingly, Being’s action causes in its effect an existing
essence and the modality according to which that effect is noth-
ing of itself and all from Being. Although essence, existence, and
the modality of being are simultaneous and inseparable in being,
a rational order among them is discernible. Essence is prior as
that which receives existence; existence is prior as the perfection
which actualizes essence. The modality of being is intermediate, as
the ultimate termination of essence by which essence is completed
for existence.

8 Summa Theol., 2-2, q. 27, a. 6.
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This modality of being in another context is called subsistentia,
the ultimate termination of essence which makes it a suppositum
or persona. And in yet another context it is called the transcen-
dental relation of being to Being. Essence is rendered ultimately
disposed to existence by its ultimate termination, i.e., its formal
completion, precisely in view of existence. Whatever is to be by
existence must be so limited in order really to be essence. That
ultimate limitation is the ultimate termination called subsistence.
Essence is related to Being for all that it is, and this relation is
real at that metaphysical point in which Being causes it to be
really essence, i.e., when it is all that Being knows it to be.

Thus, the mode of being is of essence precisely as existence
“ comes to ” essence. That being may be being, it must be essence
modified for existence. This modality is, of course, not separable
from essence in being; this modality makes it the essence of be-
ing and not of Being. Without it, the essence of being would be
indistinguishable from Being, which thinks it to be. The essence
of being is necessarily so modified and cannot be really essence
without that modality. If Being thinks being, it must think it
with that modality, since essence cannot be without such a
modality.

Thus, then, is being the effect of Being. But how is it as an
effect related to Being, its cause?

In this regard it may be asked whether being adds to Being,
i.e.,, whether being increases the sum of reality beyond what it
would be if there were only Being?

That question is improper and, therefore, misleading. Since
being is anterior to quantity, any question of ‘“ how many” is
inappropriate when asked of being. One may ask, how many
chocolate eclairs are real? but should not ask, how many realities
are real? There is only one reality (but not “one” in the quan-
titative sense!). Euns primum is not called first as the principle
of number but as one which includes all the reality of the others.
It is first in the sense that all others have being and are being
posterior to it. In short, they are only because it is first. They
are not many because it is one, as would be the case in quantitative
series.
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This question about the quantum of being sometimes evokes a
response (which to this writer’s knowledge appears nowhere in
the work of St. Thomas) that, although there is no more being,
there are more beings. But that is impossible. If there were
more beings—in any sense of “ more beings ”"-—there would be
more reality, more rationis et rationes entis. But because Being
is infinite, there can be no more rationes entis than already are in
Being. Since Being is infinite precisely in respect of being, no
being can be “ added ” to it.

On the contrary, because being shares the reality of Being it-
self, being is not added to Being. The sharing of its reality with
being does not diminish Being; neither does that sharing add to
the infinite perfection that is Being.

The analogical causes of our experience are apt analogues here.
The sun illumines the surface of the moon without in the least
diminishing its own light or increasing its illumination. (Notice
that the moon in the daylight is illuminated but does not illumi-
nate.) Being causes being in the same way and with the same
lack of consequence.

Since univocal causes and effects are of the same nature, they
are really and reciprocally related (e.g., in the generation of in-
dividuals of a species or in the passions of transient actions).
But analogical causes are not of the same nature as their effects
(which is why they are called analogical causes).® Not surpris-
ingly, then, the case is somewhat different with analogical causes
and their effects.

The effects of analogical causes are really related to them.
Thus, moonlight is really related to the sun as long as the moon
is reflecting its light. The mirror’s reflection is really related to
the figure standing before the glass for as long as the reflection
is there. An accident is really related to its substance as long as the
substance shares its existence with it. The morality of an ex-
ternal action is really related to the morality of the will which
motivates it as long as it depends upon that will to be a human
action.

8 Cf. e.g., Comm. in de Sensu et Sensaio, 1.16., nn. 241-243.
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But, while their effects are really related to them, analogical
causes are not really related to those effects. Thus, although the
sun may be really related to the moon in order that its light be
reflected upon the earth, the sun is not really related to that re-
flected light precisely as moonlight. So, too, although a figure
reflected in the mirror is really related to the mirror spatially,
that figure is not really related to the mirror image as image of
itself. A substance may be really related to its accidents as these
are perfective of its potentialities, but it is not really related to
them as they share its own existence. The morality of the will is
not really related to the morality it causes in its external mani-
festation.*

An analogical cause, as causing, is not really related to its
effect because the perfection of the cause is identical in number
with the perfection being caused to exist in its effect. This is the
case because the perfection is not educed from the potentiality of
the subject acted upon by the analogical cause. The perfection
never composes with that subject. Rather the subject always
terminates at that perfection, never becoming one in nature
with it.

St. Thomas said clearly what was hinted at (if that) by Aris-
totle, namely, that Being is suz diffusivum not only as the final
cause of being but as its agent cause as well. Not only is Being
attractive to being as the latter’s good and perfect fulfillment,
Being also shares itself with being that being might be at all.

Yet it seems impossible that an effect in another be caused by
Being as agent, for predicamental (or transient) action brings
about an effect outside its agent and gives rise to a real relation
of the agent to its effect in the patient, but immanent actions like
knowing and willing remain in the one who performs them. Im-
manent operations do not produce effects in another; they are

10 These examples are apposite when taken formally, which is the only way
they can be applied, since Being has no matter out of which it is composed.
They are doubly apposite as analogues of Being’s causality, since that cause’s
power to cause and the operations by which it causes are not distinct from
itself.
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actualities of the agent itself. Whenever immanent actions pro-
duce actualities of the agent that are really opposed to other ac-
tualities of that agent (or to the agent itself) real relations arise
in the agent between them. But, as noted above, Being acts by
knowledge and will alone and, however much the effects of Being
may be related to it, Being is never really related to them.

How then can it be that Being’s knowledge causes something
different from Being, something “ outside” Being, called be-
ing? ™ Here we are in the midst of the second question alluded
to at the outset, Why not only Being?

Being’s knowledge is supereminently immanent and specula-
tive. Therefore, Being’s thought is not of being but of Being,
even when that thought causes being. The object of Being’s
knowledge is always Being.

What then does Being know of itself that causes the essence of
being? It can be nothing other than perfections of its own, willed
to be multiplied in being. This is not a different act nor is it of a
different object from the act and object in which Being knows
its infinite self. In knowing itself and what may be less than it-
self it knows only itself as it actually is, namely, as Being, which
is not different or distinct from Being as it is the first of beings.
This lesser object of Being’s self-knowledge, the knowledge of
itself as imitated, is entirely free. Although it is necessary for
Being to think of itself, it is not necessary that Being think less
of itself than it is, which is precisely what occurs in that knowl-
edge from which being proceeds.

Being thinks of naught but itself without some effect in that
other. Being, its thought, and the object of its thought are iden-
tical. Since Being is the cause of being, when its thought has an
effect in another, Being’s thought is of itself as causing its own
perfection in that other. Even when its thought has an effect in
another, Being’s thought is of itself. Being does not know others

11 Notice that here the interrogative, how?, does not ask in what way, or
mode, Being causes another. Being’s action, like itself, is unmodified; hence
its causality is incomprehensibly intelligible, To ask how Being causes is to
ask how Being is. The question here is only, how is it possible?
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as objects of speculation: that ipsum intelligere should think of
another is absurd. A ratio cognitionis of another in Being is the
ratio entis of that other, i.e., any thought of another by Being is
productive of another. Being’s thought of being cannot be with-
out an effect in being, since Being does not know being except
to make it, i.e., to share its own perfection with being.*?

What is it that Being knows of being? The only thing that it
can know of being as being (and not as Being) is that it is not
Being. The expression used above, namely, that Being thinks of
naught but itself without some effect in that other is literally
true: Being’s thought of what it [Being] is not makes that to be
something. Being’s knowledge of its own perfection as limited
to this or that and no more is being’s active measure and what
imparts to essence its passive measure, or mode, as being.

In short, Being’s thought is of itself. When it thinks of being
it thinks of it in itself and imparts to what it knows the modality
of being. This modality is the positive and final determination of
essence by which being is ““ defined ”. Apart from Being, noth-
ing is. Whatever being is, it is in Being’s knowledge of itself,
which is not other than Being.

To put it another way, all the perfections of Being are simply
Being; they are multiple only in our minds; in Being they are
simply one and infinite. Being causes being by its knowledge;
therefore, Being must know less of itself in the knowledge by
which being is caused. Since Being is infinite, whatever of its
perfection it chooses to share with another, it may choose to
share more of that perfection with yet another. Therefore, if any
being is to be, Being must think only so much of itself and no
more. Just so much of Being is shared by that being, and Being’s

12 Thus, Parmenides’ saying “ Whatever can be thought, is” is correct if
it refers to what really will be thought, rather than mere non-contradiction.
If it really will be or be thought by some being, that is the way Being freely
knows it to be. In this way such things as fictional characters or fantastic
beings are in our imaginations and have been made so by Being. In any case
being is not non-contradiction, but what Being thinks it to be. Being is not
bound by the principle of contradiction; rather, the principle of contradiction
depends upon Being for its intelligible existence.
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simple infinite perfection is multiplied in being, to each according
to its measure.

Indeed, this is precisely what being is, something less than the
infinite perfection of Being. This is the only sense in which it
makes sense to say that anything is other than Being, namely,
that it is less perfect than Being. Being is infinite perfection tota
simul. Being [understand, being] is its analogical effect. There-
fore, being is the very same perfection as Being, but not all of it:
being is perfect by Being’s perfection, but it is not as perfect or as
perfectly as Being. This is the mode of being, the “ how” being
is distinct or different from Being. It is, therefore, how Being
thinks of being, since it is by Being’s thought of itself that being
is caused to be.

Examples falter here, of course, since before existence essence
is not at all. But the case of reflective light is parallel. The moon
reflects the sun’s light because of what it is, to be sure; if it were
transparent rather than opaque the sun’s light would not be re-
flected by it. But, and this is the point of the analogy, it is pre-
cisely because the moon is not the sun that its light is modally
different from the sun’s light. Their light is the same identical
light, sunlight: unmodified from the sun, modified in moonlight.
Moonlight is sunlight that is not sunlight, i.e., sunlight modified
by what is not the sun, namely, the moon.

So, too, as the metaphor properly understood allows, is it with
Being and being.

Being’s knowledge in itself of “ what is not all of itself ” causes
being’s essence, modified so as to be complete in itself and related
to Being. Being gets nothing from causing being, makes nothing
better for itself by making being. It does not even increase its
own glory, since what it makes is necessarily less than itself, noth-
ing to glory about. What it makes is good for being only. Being
[understand, Being] makes nothing to be, naught for itself but all
for what is from nothing.

It may be said plainly. The essence of being is the very per-
fection of Being. The existence of being, too, is the very exist-
ence of Being.
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But, it may be asked, is not the analogy used here really mis-
leading? Even though sun and moon bear the same light, they
are subjectively distinct light bearers. True, it is the material
modality of the moon which distinguishes its light from the sun’s.
But at this point the analogy seems not merely to limp but to fall
because existence is involved here, not light. Must not some di-
versity in existence precede any such subjective distinction be-
tween Being and being, since existence makes the subject to be?

Existence makes being to be, but it does not make it being. The
subject of existence {essence in the proper sense of the term) is
being by reason of the modality caused in it efficiently by Being’s
knowledge of essence; this modality is in being precisely in view
of its termination at Being’s existence. Without that modality,
there would be no distinction of Being and being; there would
be only Being. That modality of being is what makes essence
really possible because it finalizes its receptivity to existence.

The conclusion is inescapable that the existence by which being
exists is not being’s but Being’s. First, since being is one, as we
have seen from our consideration of the quantum of being prob-
lem, so too is existence. Second, since Being is an analogical
cause of existence, existence in the cause and in the effect are iden-
tical. Being’s existence is shared by being, even as the sunlight
shared by the moon is in the moon nothing other than the sun-
light it has from the sun. Sunlight never composes with the moon
to be ¢ts illuminating light. Moonlight is ever the light of the sun,
received by the moon, which never possesses it but rather is pos-
sessed by it.

Paradoxically, the truth of the principle often used to argue
against creation, ex wnihilo nihil fit, is turned upside down and
verified when the riddle of being is solved. Even after being is, it
remains nothing of itself. Were it not that Being’s existence takes
it out of nothingness, even its modality from and relation to Be-
ing would not be.

Being’s [understand, Being] existence makes being to be. In
Being that existence is unreceived and, therefore, unmodified. In
being that existence is received and, therefore, modified. Being’s
existence is the act at which being’s modified essence terminates.
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Beings are not first ideas in the mind of Being, which are then
willed to come to existence outside Being. Beings are as they are
willed and known to be in Being. Being [understand, being] is
distinct from Being as moonlight is distinct from sunlight; Being
is not distinct from being, even as sunlight is not distinct from
the light of the moon, which is itself reflected. Thus, to be a cer-
tain being, e.g., a man, i.e., of flesh and blood, is to be thought of
by Being in that way. That man, in the mind of Being, is Being
itself and it is the flesh and blood thing which is the man. To say
otherwise is to say that Being does not know the man immediate-
ly but through some idea. Being knows being better than that.*®

The answer to the puzzle of being presented in the work of St.
Thomas with scientific rigor is not different from the one St.
Augustine often gave somewhat more rhetorically but not less
logically, e.g., “ we see the things that you [Being] have made.
But they only exist because you see them ” (Conf. Bk. 13, c. 38).
And St. Paul declared by authority in this truth something which
is otherwise available only by some very hard reasoning: “in
Him we live, and move, and have our being ” (Acts, 17:28).

I1I

Two objections should be anticipated and two theological post-
scripts added.

The first objection concerns what are known to scholastics as
the futurabilia, those things known by Being which may be but
shall never come to be. It seems impossible to reconcile Being’s
knowledge of such things with what has been said above.

If the term “ futurabilia” signifies mere non-contradictions

13 Admittedly, we speak of created essences in the divine mind, as does St.
Thomas at, e.g., Summa Theol. 3, q. 4, a. 4. We need not be misled by our
way of speaking. What is in Being ab aeferno is being in time. Natural
univocal causes, for instance, thus conspire in time to educe from matter the
forms which make natural beings what they become (until they pass away).
Esse per se convenit formae, as the axiom puts it. Being’s knowledge of being
is all at once without beginning, middle, or end; in that eternal knowledge of
being, which is Being, the sequence of priority and posteriority in which being
will share its reality is also known—and so it comes to pass in time.
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that never shall exist in themselves or in the minds of other be-
ings, then it cannot be that Being knows them since in fact they
will not be known even by being, since such “ futurabilia” are
nothing. But, if the term means those beings that would be or be
thought if the complete potentialities of actual beings were played
out but will not in fact be or be thought because those potentiali-
ties are never fully actualized, then surely Being knows them as
really possible. In the latter case they have some ratio entis,
whereas in the former they have none at all.

The second anticipated objection is the accusation that what
has been set forth above is pantheism. The only practical reply
to that is to ask the reader to reread what has been said. The
truth about being is that while it is an infinity removed from
Being, it is so close to Being that it is difficult to distinguish them.
The history of metaphysics is strewn with testimony to that effect.
But then, so too are the writings of the mystics, religious as well
as philosophical.

It may seem that what has been said here makes being nothing
but divine thought. Understood to mean that being is the god
(thought thinking thought), such an assertion is ridiculous. But
no such understanding is intended, nor need it be drawn from
what has been said. Surely it has been said here that being is
thought by the god in the thought of itself, but that does not
imply that being is nothing at all. Indeed, it is to assert simply
that being is really what the god thinks it to be, i.e., something
essentially different and really distinct from itself.

Essence is thought of by Being and so it is: the divine thought
makes essence to be such. Existence is proper to the god and can-
not be possessed by any other as its own. Hence, if anything
other than the god is to be, it must be by the god’s existence.
What then to distinguish the creature from the god? It can only
be something which puts the creature “ outside ” the god, in the
sense of not-being-the-god. But whatever the god knows, i.e., the
object of the god’s thought, is the god; hence it can be only what
the god knows #not that can be and yet not be the god. The god’s
knowledge of its pure actuality is necessary; its knowledge of that
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same actuality as it is repeated and multiplied in lesser actuality
is free and productive of being. Essence thus freely known and
caused to be by the god, eo ipso shares a measure of the god’s
perfection. That measure without which being cannot be thought
even by the god (because it is the necessary modality of being)
distinguishes being from the god and allows it to be by the exist-
ence of the god without being the god. Nothing has less rationis
entis than the modality of being, but it makes all the difference.
Being is not being; but being is all it is in Being.™*

Finally, two theological postscripts: one concerning creation,
the other concerning the Incarnation.

God creates according to his wisdom. Hence, the universe of
beings is the one and final effect of its productive thought: in that
end it knows all things willed to that end. That universe of be-
ings God wills unto himself as to its ultimate good, i.e. as good
for the universe and its parts. Thus is God sui diffusivum as
agent and end. The universe, then, is the end of all beings within
it as the whole is the end of all its parts. This end is itself then
directed to God as to its end, by the working of the Spirit,
through the Son, unto the Father that He may be “all in all”
(1 Cor. 15:28).

But however best the common good of being, i.e., the universe
of material and immaterial nature and operation, may be in com-
parison to the goodness of God, it is infinitely less good than God.
Since good and being are convertible, the universe is ever less
than God’s infinity of Being. Such considerations lead logically—
and virtuously—to the conclusion that being is nothing apart
from Being and to statements of many holy men and women that
God is and they are not.

Unfortunately, they have also led to the notion that God alien-
ates himself in his creation or that something needs to interpose
between God and creation lest his majesty be soiled by proximity

14 Although we say, Being “is,” this is the one case in which that predicate,
but for our way of thinking, is a tautology. In fact, “ Being ” says it all, since
Being's existence is itself. When speaking of being, on the other hand, that
predicate is always necessary since its being is not its own.
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with what is necessarily less than itself. In a world of Neoplatonic
emanations between God and his creatures, it was no wonder the
cross was folly to the Greeks.

Ironically the error of the Greeks was in part philosophical.
If they had seen creation (and conservation) aright, perhaps they
would not have been so quick to dismiss the Incarnation as un-
worthy of God. In a sense, creation itself is the proto-evangelion.
God is not ashamed to think of and therefore to make less than
himself; by self-effacement God shares his goodness with all be-
ing. The creation of God is ever less than God; nevertheless God
wills to be more intimate with it even than it can be with itself,
since God’s thought of his creation is himseli.

Again, this is not to say that God is his creation, since the
thought of creation is not commensurate with the infinity of
God’s perfection. Neither is to say that his creation is divine,
since that creation is really distinct from God. Still, it 1s literally
true to say that the perfections of creatures are nothing other than
the very perfections of God. So says the scripture when it pro-
claims that the only one who is good (Mt. 19:17) finds every-
thing that He has made to be worthy of the same name (Gen.
1:31).

What is of perfection in the creature is of God. St. Thomas
argues in the quarta via that degrees of greater perfection in be-
ing demand the existence of Being. Conversely, given a multitude
of being in the universe of creation, being is comprised of grades
of lesser perfection. Although ranged from the most perfect of
the angelic substances to the least accident of material substance,
even to the fere mihil of primary matter, all are perfections of
God. In God those perfections are not only immaterial but un-
divided in a perfection which exceeds all created perfection to-
gether by infinity. Created being is that perfection limited by
what is not that perfection in varying degrees. What is of im-
perfection in the creature is from nothingness, out of which it
has been brought by God.*

15 De Pot., q. 3,3. 1,ad 14.
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Accordingly, when one says that creatures are the perfection of
God, it would be a blasphemous exaggeration to assert that they
are the divine perfection as possessed by God, wtelligere sub-
sistens et infinitum. That perfection in creatures is received by
them according to their modality of being, which limits all that
is received from God according to the limits of what God has
thought not of himself and thus made creatures so much of what
they are and no more. But this is not to say that, therefore, crea-
tures are outside of God in any other meaning than that they are
less perfect than God. There simply is no metaphysical abyss be-
tween God and his creatures. Separation here bespeaks only rela-
tive imperfection, measured to each creature along with its per-
fections according to the infinite wisdom of God.

The second theological postscript concerns the Incarnation.

The Incarnation is accomplished in the assumption of a human
nature by a divine Person. Thomists have traditionally held that,
because the human nature is terminated by the Person of the
Word, Jesus has only the divine existence and not a human exist-
ence. Cajetan teaches that in Christ the human nature exists by
an “ecstacy of existence.” Capreolus, too, and John of St.
Thomas can be called as witnesses to this tradition.*®

What has been said here is not opposed to that traditional
Thomism. Indeed, it has been intended to be no more than a
repetition of that teaching. The objection may be raised, how-
ever, that according to what has been said it is impossible to dis-
tinguish any creature from the incarnate Word.

Thomists say the human nature of the Word exists not by a
human existence but by its termination at the divine existence.
That does not seem different from what has been said here of
being. If all being terminates at the divine existence, everything
would seem to exist as the Thomists say Jesus’ human nature

18 See Cajetan, In De Ente et Essentia, c. 5, . 9; In Summa Theol, 1,
q. 3, 2. 3; 3, q. 4, a. 2; Capreolus, In I Sent., d. 4, q. 2, a. 1; In II] Sent.,
d.5q3 a3;d.6 q1,a. 3; John of St. Thomas, Cursus Phil., I, Ars Logica,
11, q. 14, a. 1; q. 17, a. 2; q. 19, a. 1. See also Banez, In Summa Theol., 1., q.
45, a. 3. Cf. T. U. Mullaney, “ Created Personality : The Unity of the Thomistic
Tradition,” The New Scholasticism 29 (1955) : 398ff.
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exists. The objection is forceful, since it turns the traditional
view against itself. At least a note on this is required.

As Cajetan teaches, personality is the ultimate termination of
a rational nature, i.e., it is the last 7atio entis to precede the exist-
ence at which such an essence terminates. That termination of
essence which precedes existence is nothing other than the modal-
ity of created being mentioned above, which differentiates it from
its cause and which really opposes and, therefore, relates being
to Being.

The Word, the divine person, takes the place of such a termi-
nation and modality and relation in Christ. That person is not
the modality of being or a transcendental relation. That person
terminates the human nature of Christ with the infinity of Being
itself, so that it might exist by the unreceived existence of the
Godhead. That person is a divine and subsistent relation to the
Father, which relation is identical with the divine essence and the
divine existence. That person is the light which shines in the
darkness to make it be. That Person is Being, in which being
exists.

The existence that actualizes the human nature of Jesus is the
very same existence that actualizes every other essence and na-
ture. Jesus’ human nature is being, after all. But, since its
modality is the active and unmeasured measure proper to Being,
its existence is unmeasured; it is the infinite existence which is
Being. It is as though the moon were made an illuminative light
not by reflecting the sun’s light but by being taken up to be the
sun itself.

Indeed, this is just what the Church declares and its members
know only by faith: that God (the sun of justice, ipsum esse,
Being) became man. It is also why the Word made flesh (ex-
cept at the Transfiguration) was seen and known to be not dif-
ferent from other men. Every man, indeed every thing, exists by
the divine existence. This man, Jesus, too, exists by the divine
existence. In him that existence is not reflected, participated, or
caused ; therefore, in him it is unmeasured and unmeasurable. As
St. Thomas says, ““ the Son of God assumed a human nature that
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he [the Son] might be visible to men in it.” *" It is literally true
that those who saw the man Jesus looked upon the only begotten
(1 John1:1).

In brief, it is not because the divine existence makes Jesus’
human nature to be that Jesus is God; it is because Jesus is God
that his human nature exists. Further, as we have seen, every
perfection in being is from God in such wise that it does not cease
to be God. Essence and existence in being are God’s own perfec-
tion shared by being through God’s knowledge, which knowledge
is God. All the creature is of itself (which it has also from God)
is that it is not God and is totally dependent upon God, its nec-
essary modality and relation to God. Neither the essence nor the
existence of the creature is its own; they are God’s. The creature
has them only in that creative knowledge which is God. The
words of St. John also are literally true, “the true light . . .
came into his own” (John 1:9,10).

By creation God makes creatures to be. They cannot be God.
They are necessarily less than God. Such is the modality that dis-
tinguishes them from God. It does not distinguish God from them
but them from God. Creatures are known by God as less than
God and, therefore, must always be less than God. The only be-
gotten Son alone is known to be God and, therefore, is not made.
That Word took unto itself a human nature by terminating it
with the measure rather than the mode of being. This Word,
made man, proclaimed the good news that God had crossed the
divide of imperfection separating his creation from himself
(though it never separates him from his creation) so that men
might by grace become God in the kingdom of heaven, where they
shall know even as they are known (1 Cor, 13:12). Mysterium
tremendum.

17 Summa Theol., 3,q. 4, a. 4.
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HE “TRANSCENDENTAL MOMENT” has been
the hallmark of Rahner’s theology as well as the focus of
controversy and criticism. This essay treats the criticisms

of Rahner’s theology by George Lindbeck and Johann Metz.
Though Lindbeck and Metz represent very different theological
positions, their critiques share a common focus: the transcendent-
al moment in Rahner’s theology. For Lindbeck, this aspect of
Rahner’s theology is symptomatic of a theological reductionism:
the specificity of Christian faith is reduced to a cultural expres-
sion of some universal, prethematic experience. For Metz, the
transcendental moment immunizes the contents of Christian faith
against the challenges, dangers, and threats of history and society.

This essay is divided into two parts. The first part is an ex-
position of Rahner’s understanding of the relation between na-
ture and grace.* Through this focus both the theological context
of the notion of transcendental revelation and Rahner’s under-
standing of the essence of Christianity as “ the religion of imme-

1 References to Theological Investigations, 21 vols., various translators (New
York: The Seabury Press, 1961-88) are abbreviated by TI, followed by the
volume number. The major extended discussions of nature and grace can be
found in “ Concerning the Relationship between Nature and Grace,” TI, 1, pp.
207-317; “ Some Implications of the Scholastic Concept of Uncreated Grace,”
TI, 1, pp. 319-346; “ Reflections on the Experience of Grace,” TI, 111, pp. 86-
90; “Nature and Grace,” TI, IV, pp. 165-188; “ Questions of Controversial
Theology of Justification,” TI, IV, pp. 189-218; Nature and Grace. trans. Diane
Wharton (New York: Herder and Herder, 1961) ; and Foundations of Chris-
tian Faith, trans. William Dych (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), pp. 116~
137.
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diacy to God in his self-communication.” * may be seen most
clearly. In the second part the criticisms of George Lindbeck and
Johann Metz are examined. After summarizing their criticisms,
I seek to argue two points: Lindbeck has ignored the specifically
Christian theological context of the transcendental turn in
Rahner’s theology, and Metz has misdirected his criticism, for his
basic dispute with Rahner lies not with the transcendental turn
in theology per se but in their differing notions of the essence of
Christianity.
—

Characteristic of Rahner’s theology is the close correlation he
posits between Christology and anthropology. This correlation
has often evoked the criticism that Rahner simply accommodates
Christology to the demands of an anthropology which has a foun-
dation independent of Christian revelation.® Yet from his earliest
essays on Christology, Rahner has insisted upon the mutual con-
ditioning and qualifying of each theme by the other.* In the her-
meneutical structure of ““ retrieval,” which for Rahner constitutes
the essence of historical knowledge,® the nontheological preunder-
standing (i.e., anthropology) which guides one’s inquiry as an
anticipation of meaning is corrected in the process of confronting
and bringing to speech the theological subject matter (i.e., Chris-

2 Foundations, p. 125. As indicated at the close of the essay, I use the cate-
gory “essence of Christianity ” solely in Ernst Troeltsch’s sense of the term:
as a way of naming the necessary synthetic moment by which the systematic
theologian heuristically construes the point or center of the Christian tradition.
While Rahner himself never used the language of the “ essence of Christian-
ity,” his reflections on the necessity of a contemporary Kurzformel in an age
characterized by “ gnoseological concupiscence” in fact converge with Troel-
tsch’s understanding of the function of the “essence of Christianity.” See,
“The Need for a ‘ Short Formula’ of Christian Faith,” TI, XI, pp. 230-46,
and the “ anthropological creed ” in Foundations, pp. 456-7.

3 See, e.g., Walter Kaspar, Jesus The Christ, trans. V. Green (New York:
Paulist Press, 1976), pp. 60f.

4 “ Current Problems in Christology,” TI, I, pp. 1581.

5 Ibid,, p. 150. The best description of the nature of “retrieval” as distinct
from pure historical inquiry can be found in Spirit in the World, trans. Wil-
liam Dych (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968), pp. xlix-1v.
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tology). Preunderstanding and subject matter condition one an-
other and must be thought together. This hermeneutical circle is
captured and specified in the formulation “. . . Christology may
be studied as self-transcending anthropology and anthropology as
deficient Christology.” ®

Anthropology conditions Christology. If the Word became
flesh, then Christology must be reflected upon within the wider
context of the ontological relation between Creator and his crea-
tion. Unless one wishes to affirm that the Christ is a hybrid
somewhere between the human and the divine or the divine dis-
guised in human form, one must think through—as distinct from
simply repeating—some crucial christological concepts. The
hypostatic union, for example, may be seen as the unique perfec~
tion of a relation between God and creature, but the relation has
an analogue in the experience of all men and women.

Christology conditions anthropology. Such an assertion can
only be denied on the basis of an a priori claim to have achieved
a self-contained, definitive understanding of human nature. Yet
precisely in a situation characterized by * gnoseological con-
cupiscence ” such claims are suspect.” Human existence is a

8 “ Current Problems,” p. 164.

7 The description of “ gnoseological concupiscence ” and the way it (1) con-
ditions the situation of contemporary theology, (2) “limits” the scope of the
magisterium in intervening in the work of theologians, (3) renders improbable
any further infallible declarations of dogma, and (4) has led to the decisive
shift from philosophy to the empirical sciences as the major dialogue partners
of theology, can be found in various essays in the later volumes of TI. See
especially “ The Historicity of Theology,” TI, IX, pp. 64-82; “ Pluralism in
Theology and the Unity of the Creed in the Church” and “The Future of
Theology,” TI, XI, pp. 3-23, 137-48; “ The Teaching Office of the Church in
the Present-Day Crisis of Authority,” TI, X1I, pp. 3-30; “ Possible Courses
for the Theology of the Future,” “The Current Relationship of between
Theology and Philosophy,” “ Theology as Engaged in an Interdisciplinary
Dialogue with the Sciences,” and “ On the Relationship between Theology and
the Contemporary Sciences,” TI, XIII, pp. 32-60, 61-79, 80-93, 94-104; and
the “ Dispute Concerning the Church’s Teaching Office,” TI, X1V, pp. 86-97.
Given the nature of Lindbeck’s criticisms of Rahner, it is particularly important
to note that the acknowledgement of gnoseological concupiscence in Rahner’s
work is tantamount to the repudiation of “foundationalism” as a strategy for
the grounding of theology.
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muddy affair whose roots extend far below the limits of self-con-
scious experience and reflection and whose mediocrity often belies
the self-transcendence common in day-to-day experience. By tak-
ing Christology as a clue to anthropology, Rahner seeks to un-
veil a dimension of human being as mystery—human being as
that creature whose self-transcending dynamism is not limited
to the world merely but whose ultimate term is a supernatural
one: the ineffable God as the abiding mystery. As the “clue” to
the meaning of all human existence and history, Christology con-
ditions anthropology by disclosing that that which happened in
the Incarnation of the Logos in human history is also that which
God intends for all men and women: a sharing in his own self-
communication. Thus a circle is completed: “ Christology is the
end and beginning of anthropology. And this anthropology, when
most thoroughly realized in Christology, is eternally theology.” ®
Again,

. anthropology and Christology mutually determine each other
within Christian dogmatics if they are both correctly understood.
Christian anthropology is only able to fulfill its whole purpose if it
understands man as the potentia obedientialis for the “ Hypostatic

Union.” And Christology can only be undertaken from the point of
view of this kind of transcendental anthropology.®

If this “ placing” of Rahner’s anthropological reflections is in
fact correct, the results, I believe, are considerable. Far from
being the case that Christology is accommodated to an a priori
(i.e., secular) anthropology, the latter is brought within the
sphere of the former as an essentially theological statement.
Rahner’s anthropology is a Christian anthropology. It arises
from within and is conditioned by the Christian confession of
faith and hence is characterized by those formal characteristics
which Rahner explicates in conjunction with his discussion of the
nature of doctrinal/theological assertions.*® Specifically, even the
assertions of his Christian anthropology are statements ex fide

8 “ On the Theology of the Incarnation,” TI, IV, p. 117.
¢ “ Theology and Anthropology,” TI, IX, p. 28.
10 “ What is a Dogmatic Statement,” T1, V, pp. 42-66.
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ad fidem, which ultimately must be resolved in a reductio ad
mysterium. This is not to deny that such assertions may be
acknowledged as credible outside the specifically Christian circle
of believers and hence play an apologetic role in the theological
enterprise, but it is to assert that such assertions have their origin
from within the Christian community of faith and from within
a Christian systematic theology and are directly and primarily
addressed to that same community. As is suggested below, funda-
mental theology as transcendental anthropology is an abstract
moment in confessional or systematic theology, as reflection on
the categorical revelation of Christianity.

Given Rahner’s emphasis on the hermeneutical structure of his-
torical-theological understanding, his position on nature and
grace and on the nature of grace is itself contextualized by other
contemporaneous positions. Specifically, he sought to steer a
middle course between the positions of neo-scholasticism and the
nouvelle théologie™ For the former, the relation between nature
and grace is an extrinsic one: nature and grace appear “as two
layers so carefully placed that they penetrate each other as little
as possible.” ** As Diekamp expressed it: “ A nature which is
complete in itself and has everything necessary for itself receives
the supernatural as something added on to it.” ** Such an affirma-
tion is rooted in the neo-scholastic position that the concrete, ex-
perienced quiddity of a human being is to be identified with
“ pure nature.” Thus the supernatural, known only through ver-
bal revelation, must lie beyond the present range of experience of
a human being, and apart from such revelation ““ what by himself

11 Rahner’s characterization of the manualist theology can be found in “ The
Prospects for Dogmatic Theology,” TI, I, pp. 1-19. The specific description
of the neoscholastic position on grace can be found in “ Nature and Grace,” pp.
165f. A more “sociological ” critique of that position can be found in Leonardo
Boff, Liberating Grace, trans. John Drury (New York: Orbis Press, 1979),
pp. 18-25. For a characterization of the position of the nouvelle théologie, see
“ Relation between Nature and Grace,” pp. 302f.

12 “ Nature and Grace,” p. 167.

18 ¥, Diekamp, Katholische Dogmatik, 2:47, quoted in Boff Liberating Grace,
p. 41.
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he experiences of himself here and now he could have on this view
also experienced in an order of pure nature.” ** Apart from the
witness of Christian revelation, God’s binding ordination of men
and women to a supernatural end consists only in a juridical or
moral decree which is external to human experience. Similarly,
from the side of nature, there is no indication of an intrinsic
ordination of men and women to grace, for nature as a potentia
obedientialis is defined in a purely negative manner: as having a
mere ‘‘ non-repugnance ”’ to supernautral grace.

In Rahner’s estimation, the position of the nouvelle théologie,
censured in the encyclical Humant generis, fails to affirm the utter
gratuity, the sheer giftedness of grace as God’s self-communica-
tion in love. In this view, there is posited for concrete human
nature an intrinsic and unconditional reference to grace and the
beatific vision, ““a natural desire for God.” Grace may still be
spoken of as gratuitous, yet such gratuitousness does not seem to
differ qualitatively from the gratuitousness of creation itself. The
problem is

[t]his reference to the beatific vision was regarded in this recent
view as on the one hand an intrinsic, inadmissable constituent of
man’s nature, and on the other hand so conceived that the withhold-
ing of the end of this directedness was expounded as being incom-
patible with God’s wisdom and goodness and in this sense uncondi-
tional (provided of course that the creature does not fall short of the
end by its own fault). We hold that with these presuppositions grace
and beatific vision can no longer be said to be unexacted.*®

This being the case, it is not clear whether there is any significant
difference left between nature and grace at all.

I will now summarize Rahner’s position, and, for the sake of
both brevity and clarity, I will restrict myself to a quasi-thesis
format.

First, the distinction between nature and grace is a distinction
within the concrete created order of reality. Creation in and for
itself may be spoken of as ““ grace” only in an improper sense, i.e.,

14 “ Relation between Nature and Grace,” p. 300.
15 Ibid,, p. 304.
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as witnessing the freedom of God to bring forth an ““ other than
itself ” by efficient causality.*® Thus the distinction between na-
ture and grace applies to both prelapsarian and infralapsarian
existence.

Second, the ultimate basis of this distinction lies in the acknowl-
edgement that (pure) nature, in principle, is intelligible in it-
self : it could conceivably “ stand forth on its own.” Grace as the
seli-communication of God to men and women in love is not con-
stitutive of and hence not demanded by (pure) human nature for
the fulfillment of its own proper exigencies and ends. Grace re-
mains the freely given, gratuitous gift of God.

Third, (pure) nature may be spoken of as possessing a potentia
obedientialis for the supernatural order and this not merely in the
negative sense of a “{freedom from contradiction” or ‘ non-
repugnance” of nature for grace. As potentia obedientialis,
(pure) nature may be spoken of as having a radical expandability
or openness for grace. Yet such openness does not include a
natural desire for God in the sense of unconditional ordination
toward the supernatural and thus negate the quality of grace as
gratuitous.

Fourth, i fact human beings (concrete nature) always and
everywhere exist within the order of grace. Concrete human na-
ture is always already qualified by a supernatural finality and by
God’s offer of himself, which is freely given to all as disclosed in
His universal salvific will through Christ. The supernatural is
not the unnatural, and to designate God’s grace in its temporal
modality as universal does not denigrate its essence as a super-
natural, gratuitous self-communication of God.

Fifth, the concept of “ pure nature” is an abstraction and not
a concrete existing entity. Pure nature does not actually occur in
a pure state in the world and history. It is a hypothetical entity,
what is “ left over ” when the supernatural is * subtracted ”’ from
concrete human existence. It thus functions as a Restbegriff, a

186 To anticipate, ultimately the difference in principle between “creation”
and “grace” is one between efficient and (quasi-) formal causality.
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“ remainder concept,” intelligible in itself, which points to the
graced graciousness of concrete human existence.

Sixth, for Rahner then, the mistake of the neo-scholastics was
to confuse and exchange an abstraction (pure nature) for what
concretely exists (concrete human nature as always already
graced) and what was concrete (the supernatural as a de facto
existential of human existence) for what is abstract (the super-
natural as tangential to concrete human existence). The mistake
of the nouvelle théologie was to eliminate the concept of pure na-
ture by simply identifying it with concrete human existence and
endowing this latter with a natural and unconditional orientation
to grace and glory.

Seventh, analogous to the relations between concrete nature,
grace, and pure nature and on the basis of the a posteriori experi-
ence of Christian salvation history, creation in and for itself must
also be seen as an abstraction. In the single divine decree of God,
while creation must be seen as the condition of the possibility of
“covenant” (the self-communication of God to spirit and his-
tory), it must also be said that the actuality of creation i fact
rests on God’s decree for his self-communication to spirit and
history.*” Thus the Incarnation as the unique and absolute, un-
surpassable self-communication of God to humanity and the man
Jesus’ unique and absolute self-transcending acceptance of God,
which all men and women participate in to various degrees
through grace and glory, may be spoken of as the apex, the goal
of creation and that in view of which it is called into being.*®

17 “ We shall say, therefore, that what we mean by the creation is that the
divine being freely ‘exteriorises’ his own activity so as to produce non-divine
being, but does this solely in order to produce the necessary prior conditions
for his own divine self-bestowal in that free and unmerited love that is iden-
tical with himself; that he does this in order to raise up beings who can stand
in a personal relationship to himself and so receive his message, and on whom
he can bestow not only finite and created being distinct from himself, but him-
self as well.” “Intellectual Honesty and Christian Faith,” TI, VII, p. 62.

18 See “ Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World,” TI, V, pp.
157-93; “ The Unity of Spirit and Matter in the Christian Understanding of
Faith,” TI, VI, pp. 153-77; and “ Christology in the Setting of Modern Man’s
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This relation between creation and covenant is ultimately given
its quintessential formulation in the Christian doctrine of the
Trinity.*

< b AN 14

Eighth, in sum, the relations between “ pure nature,” * con-
crete nature,” ‘‘the ordination, call and offer of a supernatural
finality,” and the “{fulfillment of such an ordination by an ab-
solute self-communication of God in the Incarnation and glory”
appear as follows. Pure nature is “open” to a supernatural
finality and hence also to the consummation of the self-communi-
cation of God in glory. As spirit, concrete nature is always quali-
fied by a supernatural finality which always assumes some ‘‘ hav-
ing " of its object, even in the mode of an offer and anticipation.
In principle, this offer does not demand for its integrity an actual
absolute self-communication of God or its consummation in the
immediate vision of God, while in fact such actualization is his-
torical (Incarnation) and also universal (glory), given man’s
acceptance of God’s offer. Rahner posits such a distinction given
the integrity and intelligibility of a conception of man in freedom
before and towards God where his goal is only asymptotically
realized.®

Understanding Himself and of His World,” TI, XI pp. 215-29. For a critique
of contemporary forms of Scotist Christocentrism, see Eugene Teselle, Christ
m Context (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975).

19 The doctrine of the Trinity plays a peculiar role in Rahner’s theology.
On the one hand, in the ordo cognoscendi it is the last of all Christian doc-
trines and the conclusion of theology; on the other hand, in the ordo essendi
it is the presupposition of Christian faith and, indeed, world, spirit, and his-
tory. The “operators” of such a movement are the a posteriori experience
of Christian salvation history and an analysis of the concept of a self-revela-
tion of God. The result is Rahner’s axiom of the identity between the eco-
nomic and immanent Trinity. Yet it is precisely at this point that a danger
arises, for it appears that the speaker has taken up a position ab aeterno and
abandoned the historicity of his own starting point as well. Especially at this
point it is important to sort out the relation between fundamental and system-
atic theology as well as the relation between propositions regarding the ordo
essendi and the ordo cognoscendi. For Rahner’s position, see The Trinity,
trans. Joseph Donceel (New York: Seabury Press, 1974), and “ The Mystery
of the Trinity,” TI, XVTI pp. 255-9.

20 “ Nature and Grace,” p. 186.

























































































































































































































































