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I. Does "Patriarchy" Explain the Tradition? 

HE CONGREGATION for the Doctrine of the Faith, 
n its 1976 Declaration on the Question of the Admission 
f Wonien to the Ministerial Priesthood, based its nega­

tive response primarily on tradition. 1 For many this argument 

1 Inter Insigniores (Oct. 15, 1976, AAS 69 [1977]), Origins 6, 33 (Feb. 3, 
1977) : 518-531. For a general bibliography on women's studies see Patricia 
K. Ballou, Women: A Bibliography of Bibliographies, 2nd ed. (Boston: G. K. 
Hall, 1986). For select bibliography pro and con on the present topic see 
note 92, p. 560 of my Theologies of the Body: Humanist and Christian (St. 
Louis: Pope John Center, 1985) and Wendell E. Langley, S.J. and Rosemary 
J ermann, " Women and the ministerial priesthood: An annotated bibliography," 
Theology Digest 29 :329-42 (Winter '81). Strong cases against ordination are 
made by Louis Bouyer, W onzan in the Church, tr. by Marilyn Techert [Epi­
logue by Hans Urs von Balthasar and Essay by C. S. Lewis, "Priestesses in 
the Church"] (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1979) ; Manfred Hauke, 
Women in the Priesthood? A Systematic Analysis in the Light of the Order 
of Creation and Redemption, tr. by David Kipp (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1988); L. Ligier, "Women and the ministerial priesthood," Origins, 
7:694-702 (April 20, 1978); and Patrick Dunn, Priesthood: A Re-Examina­
tion of the Roman Catholz'.c Theology of the Presbyterate (Staten Island, NY: 
Alba House, 1990), pp. 173-196. Strong cases for ordination are made by 
Ida Raming, The Exclusion of Women from Priesthood: Divine Law or Sex 
Discrimination, tr. by Norman R. Adams (Meutchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 
1976) ; Haye von der Meer, Women Priests in the Catholic Chitrch: A Theo­
logical-Historical Investigation, tr. by Arlene and Leonard Swidler (Phila­
delphia: Temple University Press, 1973) ; George Tavard, Woman in Chris­
tian Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1973) ; Karl 
Raimer, "Priestertum der Frau," Stimmen der Zeit, 195 :291-301 (May 1977) ; 
Joseph Komonchak, " Theological Questions on the Ordination of Women," 
Catholic Mind 75 CJ an. 1977) : 13-28; Carroll Stuhlmueller, C. P., ed., Women 
and Priesthood: Future Directions (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1978); 
and Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 
Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1983). 
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fails to persuade" It seems obvious to them that this " tradition " 
merely reflects the " patriarchalism " of the Jewish and pagan 
milieu of the early Church" 

The Declaration anticipated this objection when it pointed out 
(a) that Jesus was counter-cultural in many respects, especially 
in his attitude toward women; (b) a better explanation for the 
tradition can be found in the reality (res) which the sacrament 
of ordination symbolizes, namely, that the priest acts ini persona 
Christi capitis ecclesiae" Thus the essential role of a Christian 
priest is to represent Christ present and acting in his Church as 
its male Head" 

The Congregation formulated its conclusion cautiously: "The 
Church, in fidelity to the example of the Lord, does not consider 
herself authorized to admit women to priestly ordination." 2 

Thus no other opinion may be followed in practice, and if bishops 
or theologians raise questions about the meaning of the tradition 
they must not trivialize its importance nor arouse illusory ex­
pectations of change. Final judgment on the matter can only 
pertain to the magisterium. 

In what follows I will not explore the argument from tradi­
tion as such, but only the supporting argument from symbolism, 
in an attempt to fill in certain steps which it seems to me the 
Declaration passed over. Nor will I deal here with other second­
ary arguments against the Declaration's conclusion, particular 
the pragmatic argument that since Christians have a right to the 
Eucharist, the decline of male priestly vocations in many secu­
larized countries justifies the ordination of women" H the 
Church has no power to ordain women validly, obviously that 
argument, however practically attractive, is beside the point 2 

2 Inter Insigniores, last paragraph of the Introduction. 
3 The members of a local church have a " right " to the Eucharist only if 

they fulfill their correlative obligation to call some of their qualified members 
to accept ordination. If it be argued that therefore the local church can de­
cide what these qualifications are to be, and thus can ordain women or mar­
ried persons, this does not follow. Priests are ordained to the presbyterium of 
the whole Church, not merely for a local church. Hence their qualifications 
must be judged acceptable by apostolic authority. The difficulties raised by 
Edward Schillebeeckx, O.P., Ministry: Leadership in the Community of Jesus 



GENDER AND THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST 345 

II. Political and Symbolic Power 

In contrast to the centrality of preaching in the churches of the 
Reformation, for the older churches of East and West the 
proclamation of the Word stirs up a faith which centers in Christ 
present in the sacraments, above all in the Eucharist. God re­
veals himself most fully in the sacramental symbols because the 
Divine Mystery can be communicated to earthly humanity only 
in terms of earthly, human experience-symbolically, analogical­
ly. 4 Even the Biblical and preached Word, therefore, is largely a 
texture of symbols. 5 Of course, the Bible also contains many 
literal statements which enable us to avoid arbitrary and errone­
ous interpretations of these symbols. It is the task of the Magis­
terium, assisted by theologians, to carry this work of literal in-

Christ (New York: Crossroad, 1981) about the power of local churches to 
ordain their own ministers, have been sufficiently answered from an exegetical 
and historical point of view by Pierre Grelot, EgZ,ise et ministeres: poitr un 
dialogue critique avec Edward Schillebeeckx (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1983) 
and by Albert Vanhoye, SJ. and Henri Crouzel, S.J., "The Ministry in the 
Church: Reflections on a Recent Publication," The Clergy Review, 5, 68 
(May 1983): 156-174; and from a more theological point of view by Walter 
Kasper, "]IJinistry in the Church: Taking Issue with Edward Schillebeeckx," 
Communio 10 (Summer 1983) : 185-195. 

4 See St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 1, a.9. John Henry 
Newman, "the heir to Keble's sacramental sense of the visible world, also 
turned increasingly towards analogy, metaphor and symbol as the appropriate 
vehicles fo1" the living ideas of a community . . . for Newman, the Church 
lived not through its theology, but in its symbols and sacraments." Stephen 
Prickett, Words and the vV ord: Language, poetics and biblical interpretation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 217. 

5 Thus Vatican II, Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Ver­
bum, Nov. 18, 1965), while reaffirming the doctrine of biblical inspiration and 
incrrancy ( tl. 11), went on to say, " For the words of God, expressed in 
human language, have been made like human discourse, just as of old the 
Vv ord of the eternal Father, when he took to Himself the weak flesh of human­
ity, became like other men" (n. 12). Popular, non-technical discourse, especial­
ly that of traditional cultures such as we find in much of the Bible, is rich 
in metaphor. As Prickett (Words and the Word), speaking of Bible transla­
tions, asks, "How far is it possible, in the worcls of the Good News Bible, 
'to use language that is natural, clear, simple, and unambiguous,' when the 
Bible is not about things that are natural, clear, simple, and unambiguous? " 
(p. 10). 
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terpretation still further. Nevertheless, the plenitude of what is 
signified in biblical and sacramental symbols can never be ex­
hausted in literal propositions. 

Many object today to arguments from symbolism, because such 
arguments seem to them to cover up the real issue of " patri­
archy" in the Church. 6 Influenced by liberation theology, and 
often by the notion that sexism is the primordial form of politi­
cal oppression, some theologians want to formulate the problem 
of women's ordination purely in terms of " rights," "equality," 
"oppression," "empowerment," etc. Some radical feminists 
have even announced that once ordained they will use that power 
to eliminate the distinction of clergy from laity and abolish all 
" hierarchical " structures in the Church. 1 

The real reason, therefore, that the controversy on ordination 
is so bitter is because the priesthood seems to be a symbol of what 

s On what feminists mean by " Patriarchy," which in their usage has a 
much broader meaning than its original use by anthropologists or in relation 
to the biblical "patriarchs," see Elizabeth Mo!tmann-Wendel, A Land Flow­
ing with Milk and Honey: A Perspective on Feminist Theology (New York: 
Crossroad, 1986), Chapter 2, "What is Patriarchy? " pp. 29-41. 

7 David Hein, "Women's Ordination Redivivus," Liturgy 23 (March 1978): 
31, quotes Anne Carr, B.V.M. as saying at the 1975 Detroit Women's Ordina­
tion Conference, " ' The ordination of women will not mean admission to the 
clerical caste, as some fear . . . Rather it would further the transformation of 
the priesthood : by admission of those who have traditionally only served, the 
sign will be clear. It will help to transform the ministry from a predominant­
ly cu/tic role to a ministerial one, from a symbol of prestige to a symbol of 
service, releasing the imagination of half the church's population into fuller 
operation as the church moves into the future ' " ( p. 34, my italics). This 
mentality, however, must address an important question: would a priesthood 
that was not "predominantly cultic " be truly priesthood? As to "hierarchy," 
Sandra Schneiders, in her influential book New W ineskins: Re-Imagining 
Religious Life Today (New York: Paulist Press, 1986) says, " ... the prin­
ciple of hierarchy, which is the nerve of both secular and religious obedience 
as they have been traditionally understood, is being radically questioned and 
the principle of participation is supplanting it in more and more sectors of 
life and supports this rejection of hierarchy." (p. 106). In fact "hierarchy" 
and " participation " are not opposed but mutually supportative, as I tried to 
show in my McGivney Lectures for 1992, Justice in the Church, soon to be 
published. Of course the " hierarchical structure " of the Church was strong­
ly confirmed by Vatican II, Lumen Gentiuin, Chapter III, n.18. 
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feminism rightly opposes, i.e. male oppression. It would be dif­
ficult to argue, however, that male priests are the chief perpetra­
tors of the oppression of women today, since the clergy are by no 
means the most powerful males in our society. The priesthood is 
viewed not as the reality of male oppression, but as its symbol 
and justification. Indeed the Church today, bereft as it is of poli­
tical, legal, economic, and cultural influence, has no considerable 
power except that of manipulating certain symbols of a unique 
"numinosity," much envied by politicians and the public media.8 

This fact, of course, makes it clear that the Church cannot sim­
ply change its symbols to accommodate cultural changes, without 
asking whether, like Samson shorn, it will be left weak and 
impotent. 

III. Archetypical and Revelatory Symbols 

Perhaps the chief reason the arguments of the Declaration lack 
credibility to many theologians today is that these theologians 
tend to view any claim of trans-cultural permanence with a " her­
meneutic of suspicion." For them human historicity implies that 
all symbols inevitably change their meaning and are relative to 
the particular culture in which they are put to use.9 Hence to 
survive and remain effective, the Church must be able to change 
its sacraments as radically as necessary to fit the needs of the 
times. For such theologians the argument that Jesus never chose 
women among the Twelve and that the Church has an unbroken 
tradition of never ordaining women merely provokes them to 

s The term "numinosity," referring to the supernatural power of a symbol, 
person, or thing, was used by Otto in his The 1 dea of the Holy (London: 
Oxford, 2nd ed. 1950), and popularized by the Jungians. For the continuing 
role of symbols in today's secularized culture and politics see Gregor T .. 
Goethals, " TV's Iconic Imagery in a Secular Society," New Theology Re­
view 6 (Feb. 1993) : 40-53 and The Electronic Golden Calf: Images, Reli­
gion, and the Making of Meaning (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 
1990) from which it is excerpted. 

9 See Sallie McFague, Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear 
Age (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987) who discusses all sorts of alterna­
tive symbols from which the Church can choose so as to better express cur­
rently popular theological attitudes. 



348 BENEDICT M. ASHLEY, O.P. 

exclaim, "Well, it is about time the Church caught up with the 
' signs of the times ! ' " 

We must, however, distinguish among symbols those which 
are permanent from those which the Church has the power to 
change for the sake of pastoral application and doctrinal develop­
ment. The Declaration recalls the words of the Council of 
Trent: 

In the church there has always existed this power, that in the ad­
ministration of the sacraments, provided that their substance (sub­
stantia) remains unaltere-d, she can lay down or modify what she 
considers more fitting either for the benefit of those who receive them 
or for respect towards those same sacraments, according to various 
circumstances, times or places.10 

The sacraments of the Church can have a permanent " sub­
stance " for two reasons. The first is that there are in fact arche­
typical, transcultural, transhistorical symbols grounded in uni­
versal human experiences of the body and fundamental biological 
relationships, notably human gender and the family.11 While 
feminist scholars struggle valiantly to overcome confining stereo­
types which have developed in various cultures from a too literal 
interpretation of these natural symbols, they have ended by them­
selves using such symbols in their glorification of the power of 
women. Why call God "Mother," 12 or "Fatherly-Motherly 

1 0 Session 21, c. 2, DS 1728; cf. 1061 which speaks of the power of the 
Pope to change rites "saving the necessity and integrity of the sacraments." 

11 Jung's theory of the origin of transcultural symbols in a "collective un­
conscious " may be rejected without invalidating the evidence he and other 
students of comparative religion cite to show the existence of such universal 
symbols; see Carl Gustave Jung with M. L. Franz, J. L. Henderson, J. Jacobi, 
and A. Jaffe, Man [sic] and His [sic] Symbols (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1964). For a feminist criticism see Naomi Goldenberg, "A Femi­
nist Critique of Jung," pp. 150-158, and Demaris Wehr, "A Feminist Perspec­
tive on Jung's Concept of the Archetype," pp. 158-173, both in Joann Wolski 
Conn, ed., Women's Spirituality: Resources for Christian Development (New 
York: Paulist Press, 1986). 

12 One of the most interesting presentations of the case for the Mother 
Goddess is Elizabeth Moltmann-Wende!'s, A Land Flowing with Milk and 
Honey, especia!ly Chapter 6, "God our Mother," pp. 91-102. In Chapter 3, 
"The Forgotten Goddess," pp. 42-59, however, she uncritically accepts the 
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Spirit" 13 except because of the numinosity of the respective 
archetypes ? 

dubious arguments for a primitive matriarchy. See also Starhawk, The Spiral 
Dance: A Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess (San Fran­
cisco: Harper and Row, 1979), favorably reviewed by Rosemary Radford 
Ruether, "The Way of Wicca," The Christian Century 97, 6 (Feb. 20, 1980): 
208-9. Also Christine Downing, The Goddess: Mythological Images of the 
Feminine (Crossroad, 1981); Virginia Ramey Jvfollenkott, The Divine Femi­
nine: The Biblical Imagery of God as Female (New York: Crossroad, 1983); 
Carol Olson, The Book of the Goddess Past and Present (New York: Cross­
road, 1983). For the application of these ideas to prayer see Woman Church: 
Theology and Practice of Feminist Liturgical Communities, edited by Ruether 
(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985). For criticism of this trend see 
Susanne Heine, Christianity and the Goddesses, tr. by John Bowden (London: 
SCM Press, Ltd., 1988). In this whole matter of "the Goddess" one should 
keep in mind that, as Denise Lardner Carmody says in her Femininity and 
Christianity: A Two Way Reflection (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1982), p. 
27, "More important than the question of the Goddess's objective reality, then, 
is her symbolic function." 

13 "Fatherly-Motherly Spirit" is the name for God proposed by Jurgen 
Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1981), pp. 57, 164-165. Some feminists note that the exclusive use of either 
masculine or feminine names for God succumbs to stereotyping. Thus Eliza­
beth Johnson, C.S.J ., " The Incomprehensibility of God and the Image of God 
Male and Female," Theological Stitdies 45 (1984) : 441-465, argues that using 
both male and female images of God emphasizes God's "incomprehensibility." 
" Image-breaking is a part of religious traditions, because focusing on a fixed 
image not only compromises the transcendence of God, but petrifies and stulti­
fies human beings into the likeness of the image worshipped, inhibiting growth 
by preventing further searching for knowledge of God. Calling into question 
the exclusively male idea of God does not spell the end of male imagery used 
for God; what has been destroyed as an idol can return as an icon evoking 
the presence of God. Using female imagery for God does not introduce a dis­
traction from belief in the one God of the J udaeo-Christian tradition ; the use 
of startling metaphors opens up the possibility of new religious experience of 
the one Holy Mystery" (pp. 464-465). Johnson passes over the fact that the 
Incarnation is the ineffable, incomprehensible God's visible, tangible self-revela­
tion to us by which, in the famous phrase of St. John of the Cross, " God has 
said it all." McFague, Mode ls of God, p. 204, quotes Johnson favorably and 
follows a similar strategy in her own work, as does Rosemary Radford Ruether 
in Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon, 
1983) where she advocates a Godless who is both male and female. In Chapter 
2 she argues that prior to the rise of nomadic herding societies with their 
patriarchal monotheism the gods were both male and female and there was 
no "dualizing of gender metaphors " (pp. 53-61). A feminist God should be 
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The second ground of permanence for the Church's symbols 
is their origin in unique historical personages and events-their 
narrative aspect. If we take human historicity seriously, then we 
must concede that the historical origin of the sacraments has de­
termined these universal symbols in a unique way. " Do this in 
memory of me" ( 1 Cor. 11 :25-26), Jesus said in instituting the 
Eucharist. Indeed, it can be argued that every sacrament is 
rooted in revelatory events which are unique and unrepeatable.14 

Therefore, biblical and sacramental symbolism cannot be essen­
tially altered without losing its character as anamnesis (com­
memoration), its reference to the male Jesus of history and his 
male Twelve. Thus, I believe, this argument can withstand any 
criticism that it is arbitrary or limited to one age or culture. It 
is rooted in a universal symbolism confirmed by historical com­
memoration. 

It is this historicity which, for the Enlightenment and Modern­
ity, gave rise to " the scandal of particularity " and the ·effort to 
" demythologize " or " remythologize " Christian symbols into 
abstract " values " having no unique, historical referent. Jesus 
has become, for not a few theologians, the " Christ figure " or the 

free of all dualisms, matter vs. spirit, male vs. female, upper vs. lower classes, 
etc. (pp. 68-71). For Ruether, Jesus's gender is of no significance, since his 
kingdom is one of earthly liberation. She is agnostic about a future life (pp. 
235-258). 

14 Although we cannot historically verify that Jesus, by a specific act, in­
tended the institution of several of the sacraments, nevertheless biblically based 
tradition associates them with events in his life. For example the anointing 
of the sick is associated with Jesus' own healing miracles and the tradition 
that the disciples also healed by anointing with oil (Mk 6 :13, cf. J as 5 :13-15) ; 
marriage is associated with the miracle at the wedding at Cana (Jn 2: 1-2 ; cf. 
Eph 21 :33), etc. Thus the practice of the Church was shaped by symbols 
rooted in biblical narratives taken as historically grounded. The sacrament 
of ordination, however, is grounded very firmly in the historical event of the 
institution of the Eucharist at the Last Supper mentioned both by Paul (1 Cor 
11 :20, 23-27) and the Synoptic Gospels (Mk 14 :22-25; Mt 26 :26-30; Lk 22: 
14-20), although only Paul (v. 24) and Luke (v. 19) mention the command 
"Do this in memory of me." The Fourth Gospel is silent on the Eucharist, 
but seems to substitute for it the event of the Risen Christ bestowing the power 
to forgive sins (Jn 20: 21-23). 
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" Christ event " or the " Christ story," not a unique historic 
reality. Some argue, therefore, that it is not the historic male 
Jesus that is important for us, but the values embodied in the 
central character of the Biblical narrative, the historical basis 
of which escapes our scholarly quest.15 

Underlying these two reasons is a third which is the ground 
of the other two. As the Greek Orthodox theologian Kallistos 
Ware insists, the symbols which faith applies to God, "are not 
chosen by us but revealed and given." 16 God has chosen those 
symbols which are fitting to be revelatory in view, on the one 
hand, of God's order of creation and, on the other, of God's 
providence over history; but God chooses them not by necessity 
but freely. Hence they are not subject to human choice or sub­
stitution, any more than we can dictate to another human person 
the words she or he selects to communicate with us. We have 
only to listen respectfully and in our own turn respond freely 
and fittingly. 

A final obJection to this argument is that it rests on symbols 
and metaphors which are very shifting in meaning and easy to 
manipulate in arbitrary ways, as the medievals did with their 

15 See Patricia Wilson-Kastner, Faith, Feminism, and the Christ (Phila­
delphia: Fortress, 1983, Chapter 5, "Who is the Christ?" (pp, 89-119) who 
deprecates the " quest for the Jesus of history " and urges emphasis on the 
"values " embodied in the Christ figure which transcend all " dualism." 

1 6 "Almost always the symbolism used of God by the Bible and in the 
Church's worship has been male symbolism. We cannot prove by arguments 
why this should be so, yet it remains a fact of our Christian experience that 
God has set his seal upon certain symbols and not upon others. The symbols 
are not chosen by us but revealed and given. A symbol can be verified, lived, 
prayed-but not 'proved' logically. These 'given' symbols, however, while 
not capable of proof, are yet far from being arbitrary. Like the symbols in 
myth, literature and art, our religious symbols reach deep into the hidden roots 
of our being, and cannot be altered without momentous consequences. If, for 
example, we were to start saying, ' Our Mother who art in heaven,' instead of 
'Our Father,' we should not merely be adjusting an incidental piece of 
imagery, but replacing Christianity with a new kind of religion. A Mother 
Goddess is not the Lord of the Christian Church." The Orthodo:r Way 
(Crestwood, NY.: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1979), pp. 42-43. 
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" spiritual senses " of the Scriptures.17 Such arguments depend, 
it is alleged, more on the imaginative ingenuity of the interpreter 
than on the Word of God. To this I would reply that biblical 
exegesis and theology, especially sacramental theology, cannot 
avoid the use of analogy and symbolism. The only question is 
how well grounded are the analogies and symbolisms which are 
used. 

Here again some theologians object because their methodology 
of " correlation " does not admit of any literal " revelation " by 
God, but only of a " religious experience " which is a human con­
struct projected on an incomprehensible God.18 But if the Divine 
Mystery truly communicates itself, analogically, through freely 
chosen symbols, then something other than the ingenuity of 
human religiosity must determine the essential content of those 
symbols. It is only by the submission of faith that the Church 
recognizes in the symbols of the Bible and Tradition what is 
essential and what is not. For pastors of the Church, vested with 
apostolic authority, to make this discernment definitive they must 
determine (a) the primary reality which a symbol signifies; 
(b) the natural and historical appropriateness of the symbol 
which points to this primary reality. 

Because in our culture we are used to the free manipulation of 
images to sell products and create reputations, we talk as if the 

1r St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 1, a.10, ad 1, insists that 
only the " literal " sense of scripture can be directly the basis of theological 
argumentation. This "literal" sense is "that intended by the [human] 
author." To arrive at this literal sense, therefore, one has to reduce the three 
"spiritual senses" (allegorical, moral, and anagogical) to the literal sense on 
which they are based, and furthermore reduce any metaphors in the text to 
proper terms. Aquinas, however, also shows in his EJ:positio super Dionysium 
De divinis nominibus that in theology this reduction cannot usually be to uni­
vocal, but only to analogical terms, which cannot make entirely explicit (uni­
vocal) the entire content of the Biblical symbols. On the permanent import­
ance of " spiritual exegesis " and its hermeneutic canons see Henri de Lubac, 
EJ:egese medieval: Les quatre sense de l' ecriture (Paris: Aubier, 1960), 2 
( 4) vols., especially Chapter 8, vol. 2, pt. 2, " Symbolisme ", pp. 125-262, and 
on Bonaventure and Aquinas, pp. 263-301. 

1s I am grateful to Father Francis Martin, who kindly permitted me to read 
the draft of his important work on feminist hermeneutics for insights on this 
topic. 
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Church were free to change its symbols to meet the mood of our 
times. But the pastors of the Church know they cannot validate 
a sacrament simply by an act of human power. The performance 
of a sacrament in an abusive manner contrary to its divinely given 
purpose would only result in an invalid and indeed sacrilegious 
rite. To ordain a woman to priesthood, if this is contrary to the 
divinely designated and essential symbolism of ordination, would 
not make her a priest, even if she were " ordained " by the Pope. 
Such an occasional and local abuse is not impossible and indeed 
seems to have occurred, although rarely, 19 but the infallible guid­
ance of the Holy Spirit does rule out the possibility of error 
by the magisterium in a definitive approval of ordinations as 
valid. 20 How then is the magisterium to establish the permanent 
requirements of ordination? 

19 In claiming a constant tradition against woman's ordination, Inter In­
signiores did not deny occasional, local abuses : " A few heretical sects in the 
first centuries, especially Gnostic ones, entrusted the exercise of the priestly 
ministry to women : this innovation was immediately noted and condemned by 
the fathers, who considered it unacceptable in the Church" (n.1). But Giorgio 
Otranto, "Notes on the Female Priesthood in Antiquity," originally published 
in Vetera Christianorum 19 (1982) : 341-60, translated with an introduction by 
Mary Ann Rossi as "Priesthood, Precedent, and Prejudice" in Journal of 
Feminist Studies in Religion 7, 1 (Spring 1991): 73-84, and in a contribu­
tion to an Oct. 1991 symposium, "Women in Early Christian Priesthood," has 
called attention to the protest of Pope Gelasius I ( 492-496) against the abuse 
of permitting women to perform " all " offices " at the sacred altars " in cer­
tain churches of Southern Italy and Sicily. Otranto tries to support this docu­
ment with ambiguous epigraphic data and thus interpret these practices as 
valid ordinations (to the priesthood, not to the diaconate as other scholars 
have done). Prof. Mary Collins, O.S.B., of The Catholic University of 
America, in the same symposium, commenting favorably on Otranto's theory, 
raised the question whether a local bishop can validly ordain a women even if 
the Bishop of Rome condemns the action ( ! ) . 

20 The definitive judgment of the Holy See or an ecumenical council on the 
valid performance of the sacraments in the abstract pertains to a matter of 
faith (dogma) and therefore according to Vatican I and II is infallible. In 
the concrete it is a question of " dogmatic fact " which theologians generally 
hold to pertain to the secondary object of infallibility although this has not yet 
been explicitly defined by the Church. All this does not imply, however, that 
the sacraments may not be invalidly performed in particular cases or for a 
time in a local church. See Francis Sullivan, S.J., Magisterium: Teaching 
Authority in the Catholic Church (Ramsey, NJ: Paulist, 1984), pp. 131-136 
on dogmatic facts, but he does not treat the validity of the sacraments. 
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IV. The Essential Symbolism of Priesthood 

The essential meaning of priesthood is still subject to much 
theological controversy. 21 To be on firm grounds, we need to fol­
low the four documents of Vatican II which dealt with this ques­
tion from different perspectives. 22 The Synod of 1970 in its final 
document on The Ministerial Priesthood synthesized the teach­
ing of the Council as follows :23 

The essential structure of the Church-consisting of a flock and of 
pastors appointed for this purpose (Cf. 1 Pt 3 :1-4)-according to 
the tradition of the Church herself, was always and remains the 
norm. Precisely as a result of this structure the Chm1ch can never 
remain closed on herself and is always subject to Christ as her origin 
and head. 
Among the various charisms and service, the priestly ministry of the 
New Testament, which continues Christ's function as mediator, and 
which in essence and not merely in degree is distinct from the com­
mon priesthood of all the faithful (LG # 10), alone perpetuates the 
essential work of the Apostles: By effectively proclaiming the 
gospel, by gathering together and leading the community, by remit­
ting sins, and especially by celebrating the Eucharist, it makes Christ, 
the head of the community, present in the exercise of his work of 
redeeming humanity and glorifying God perfectly. 

21 Aquinas defined priesthood in relation to the Eucharist. The Council of 
Trent followed the same course, but did not deal with the priest's prophetic 
and governing functions. Jean Galot, S.J., Theology of the Priesthood (San 
Francisco : I gna.tius Press, 1984), pp. 129-137 briefly surveys current opinions: 
Yves Congar, H. Bouesse, J. Lecuyer make the cultic or sacramental aspect 
primary. C. Dillenschneider, L. Bouyer, K. Rahner, D. Olivier, and S. Dianich 
give priority to preaching. W. Kasper, and W. D. Dodd opt for "leadership" 
(governance). Patrick J. Dunn, Priesthood: A Re-examination of the Roman 
Catholic Theology of the Presbyterate (Staten Island, NY: Alba House, 1990), 
pp. 151-164 surveys American authors. He discusses the influential work of 
Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Kiing whose pneumatological conception of 
the Church leads to a "low" conception of the presbyterate, pp. 26-27, 31-44, 
166-171. He also provides an up-to-date bibliography on the question, pp. 225-
232. On the history of the topic see Kenan B. Osborne, O.F.M., Priesthood: 
A History of the Ordained Ministry in the Roman Catholic Church (New 
York: Paulist, 1988). 

22 Lumen Gentium, nn. 10, 18-29, 34, 41; Christus Dominus, Presbyterorum 
Ordinis, Optatam Totius. 

23 Translated in The Catholic Mind, March, 1972, pp. 33-51; quotation is 
from n. 4, p. 39. 
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The phrase I have italicized seems to me an excellent defini­
tion of the ·essential purpose of priestly ordination. The Christian 
priest makes Christ present as head of the community, a Christ 
who mediates between God and humanity, bringing the graces 
of God in Word and Sacrament to the people and leading them 
in turn in worship of God both in the sacrifice of praise and the 
sacrifice of their lives. This does not imply, of course, that all 
graces or all sacrifice require the priest's mediation, but that his 
mediation serves the corporate life of the Church as such. There 
has been much discussion as to whether in this threefold ministry 
of " sanctifying, teaching, and governing " 24 (priest, prophet, 
king or shepherd) any one predominates. It seems to me that 
while we should avoid any " reductionist " understanding which 
would minimize the specificity of each of these three offices, 25 

nevertheless, the documents do support the classical view that the 
sanctifying (cul tic) function, especially the offering of the Eucha­
ristic sacrifice, is the supreme act of the priesthood, both uni­
versal and ministerial, which sublates the others. Preaching calls 
the community into existence, governance builds it up in love, 
but the community's supreme act is to participate-- by the power 
of the Holy Spirit-in Christ's praise of the Father. Vatican II 
declared :26 

Through the ministry of priests the spiritual sacrifice of the faith­
ful is made perfect in union with the sacrifice of Christ, the sole 
Mediator. Through the hands of priests and in the name of the whole 
Church, the Lord's sacrifice is offered in the Eucharist in an un­
bloody and sacramental manner until He Himself returns. The 
ministry of priests is directed toward this work and is perfected in it. 
For their ministry, which takes its start from the gospel message, 
derives it power and foDce from the sacrifice of Christ. 

24 Ibid., p. 39. 
25 Galot, Theology of the Priesthood, pp. 40-49, argues that the term " Shep­

herd" is better than that of any of the three ministries, because it includes all 
of them in their specificity without subordinating one to another. I find this 
unsatisfactory, since it does not designate the principle of unity which holds 
them together. Others use " shepherding " for the " governing " ministry. 

26 Presbyterorum Ordinis, n.2. 
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What qualifications, then, are essential for a candidate to be 
able to preside at the Eucharist, as well as to preach and govern? 
The explicit New Testament passages about the qualifications of 
presbyters and deacons speak primarily of the capacity to govern 
(e.g., 1 Tm 3 :1-13), while from many other passages it is clear 
that a leader in the Church must be an orthodox minister of the 
Word (e.g., 1Tim1 :3-11). Nothing is said explicitly about the 
qualifications needed to perform the Eucharist or the other sacra­
ments. Consequently some today want to say that the one who 
has the gifts of leading a community should be ordained, and 
because he is the ordained leader of a community he presides at 
the Eucharist. 27 They point out how reluctant the Church was 
to permit "absolute" ordinations, i.e., the ordination of someone 
as a bishop who was not first chosen to head a local church. 

Nevertheless, we must remember that early in Church history 
(and not a few times later) the question arose whether the in­
competency or bad character of a candidate for priest invalidates 
ordination. In spite of hesitancies, the answer has always been 
negative. 28 Thus the argument of those who point out that to­
day many women are as competent or more competent than many 
male priests as preachers, teachers, administrators, and liturgical 
performers and the claims of women to experience a call to priest­
hood are not relevant to our question. Certainly, the Church has 
a grave responsibility to seek out competent and holy persons, 
gifted in the Holy Spirit, for the office of priesthood, and un­
doubtedly in the Early Church such qualities were required for 
liceity as they are still by Canon Law.293 Yet they do not define 
the essential purpose of ordination, because the ordained priest 
does not act in his own name but in persona Christi et persona 

2 1 For a detailed historical discussion of this issue see Herve Legrand, "The 
Presidency of the Eucharist According to the Ancient Tradition," Worship 
53 :5 (Sept. 1979): 413-438. 

28 Thus Canon Law (c. 1024) states no other qualification for valid ordina­
tion except " Only a baptized man can validly receive sacred ordination." 

211a Canons 1025-1052. 
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ecclesiae, 29• continuing " Christ's function as a mediator ", the Son 
of God made like us in all things but sin, who alone is truly The 
Priest. 30 As Yves Congar has written : 31 

29b According to Sara Butler, M.S.B.T., "The Findings of the Research 
Team of the Catholic Theological Society of America," in New Woman, New 
Church, New Ministry, p. 117-125 [summarizing the CTSA's, Research Re­
port: Women in Church and Society (Mahwah, NJ: Darlington Seminary, 
1978) which she edited], some have tried to refute the Declaration by arguing 
that since priests act in persona Christi et Ecclesiae, to say they act simply in 
Persona Christi reduces the people to spectators of a sacred drama, not partici­
pants in the Eucharistic Sacrifice. A priest, they claim, represents the faith of 
the Whole Church, not just Christ as Head in contrast to the Church itself. 
Hence, to claim the priest symbolizes the male Christ and not also the female 
Church is bad ecclesiology. This objection forgets the unique way in which 
Christ is Priest-Mediator. He is first the Son of God who emptied himself to 
become one of us (cf. Hebrews 7-10). Hence the Christian priest symbolizes 
Christ as one of us only because he first symbolizes the Word Incarnate who 
reveals God to us. " Christ the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery 
of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his 
supreme calling clear ... He who is 'the image of the invisible God' (Col 
1 :15) is Himself the perfect man" (Gaudium et Spes, n.22). Thus the priest 
acts in Persona ecclesiae because he first acts in persona Christi by the ordina­
tion which distinguishes (but does not separate) him from his flock. That is 
why a priest first announces the Gospel as a prophet, speaking in God's Name, 
before he leads the people in sacrifice, in which he can dare to say " This is 
my body and my blood." The "my " is the Divine I (Jn 8 :24), not the word 
of the people, except in;sofar as in faith the people joins in the act of the 
priest through whom alone it is able to speak this word with sacramental 
effect. The Head-Members, Bridegroom-Bride symbolism maintains this basic 
distinction, while also signifying the resultant covenantal unity of God and 
People. Does not this objection indicate still another way in which female 
ordination would tend to obscure a sound Christology? 

3o" It was fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, innocent, 
undefiled, separated from sinners, higher than the heavens. He has no need, 
as did the high priests [of the old covenant] ... to offer sacrifice day after 
day, first for his own sins, and then for those of the people, he did that once 
for all when he offered himself .... Now he has obtained so much more ex­
cellent a ministry as he is mediator of a better covenant, enacted on better 
promises" (Heb 7 :26-27; 8 :6). "Priest" (hierous) is not used in the New 
Testament of Christian ministers other than Christ himself, probably because 
it was too closely associated either with the still existing or only recently 
extinct Temple hereditary priests, or with pagan priests. Instead the term 
presbyteros or elder (used for synagogue leaders) was used. The evidence is 
discussed and analyzed in depth in Jean Coulson, Ministre de l esus Christ 
ou Le Sacerdoce de l'Evangile (Paris: Beauchesne, 1966). On the later de-
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For some the priest is the man of the Eucharist, acting in persona 
Christi Capitis and, therefore, president of the community. For 
others, the priest is the president of the community and, therefore, 
the minister of the Eucharist, that is to say, of the supreme sacra­
ment of the community. This formulation is obviously too simple to 
show the working of the dialectic of headship vs. conciliarity; rather 
the truth is symphonic. The in persona Christi and the in persona 
ecclesiae are both true: sacrarnental ordination makes the presidency 
of the community something other than if a simple initiative by a 
member based on his gifts and the trust of the assembly had placed 
him there. But if the ordination, which joins the ordinand with the 
apostolicity of the minister happens to consecrate one chosen by all 
to lead the whole community, one has what Christian antiquity con­
sidered and practiced as its ideal. 

Some accuse recent documents of the magisterium, including 
this Declaration, of " Christomonism," i.e., excessive insistence 
on the apostolic succession through a chain of ministers from the 
earthly Jesus, instead of apostolic succession through the Church 
as a whole animated by the Holy Spirit sent by the Risen Christ. 
They argue that the Holy Spirit empowers a local church to or­
dain its own ministers when necessary, perhaps even when the 
insistence of central authority on unessential qualifications such 
as celibacy or male gender deprive it of its " right to the 
Eucharist." 32 

Certainly, the Holy Spirit is the very life of the Church and 
its ministry, but the Holy Spirit is sent by the Incarnate Son, 
whose Body is the Church in whom Jesus Christ remains visible 
to us in the sacramental symbols, of which the first is the visible 
Church itself. How then can there be an apostolic succession 
which is not visible in the hierarchical structure of the Church? A 
local group of Christians is a local church only potentially, until 
it receives authorization by ministers of the universal Catholic 
Church vested with apostolic authority. No doubt the Holy Spirit 

velopment see Jean Galot, Theology of the Priesthood, pp. 31-37 and Raymond 
E. Brown, S. S., Priest and Bishop: Biblical Reflections (Paramus, N.J: 
Paulist, 1970), pp. 13-21. 

31 College, primaute ... conferences episcopates: quelque notes, Esprit et 
Vie, 96 (10 serie), 27 (July 3, 1986): 385-390, p. 390 (my translation). 

s2 See references in note 3. 
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is at work in this group of Christians moving them to ask for 
apostolic recognition, but they cannot presume to claim this sim­
ply by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Thus the priestly 
ministry in the Church provides it with the visible symbol of the 
invisible presence of the Holy Spirit, as the human body is sym­
bolic of its spiritual soul. 

Thus the essence of ordination and its validity depend only 
on the fittingness of the candidate to represent Christ in the com­
munity and the unity of the community in Christ. Hence the 
candidate must be a human being, created in God's image, and a 
baptized member of the Body of Christ. But many today call for 
the ordination of women because they simply cannot imagine that 
gender has anything to do with the matter, any more than it has 
to do with being a teacher, a mayor, or the head of a business 
corporation. How could the possession of certain sexual organs 
possibly be a requirement for ordination to a spiritual office? 33 

V. The Father Symbol 

Thus to answer the question of female ordination theologically 
we must first ask whether J esu.s' maleness was and is necessary 
to his mission? If the answer to that question is affirmative, then 
it becomes evident why to symbolize Christ the priest must be a 
man and not a woman. The mission of Christ was to reveal God 
to us fully as a God " who so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him might not perish 
but might have eternal life " (Jn 3 : 16). This self-revelation of 
God in his most intimate Trinitarian life is communicated to us 
in the crucified and risen Christ re-presented in and to the Chris-

33 I have often heard this objection raised. It betrays a Platonistic spiritual­
ity. I have dealt with this distortion of Christian anthropology at length (per­
haps too much length!) in my Theologies of the Body: Humanist and Chris­
tian (St. Louis: Pope John Center, 1985). Francine Cardman, "The medieval 
question of women and orders," The Thomist 42 :582-99 (Oct. 1978) shows 
that the speculative question of the gender of the priest was first raised by 
Bonaventure, then Thomas Aquinas, both strongly influenced by Gratian and 
liturgical practice, and that the Declaration passes over in silence the fact that 
Bonaventure considered the negative conclusion as only probabilior. 
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tian community in the symbol of the priest anointed in the power 
of the Holy Spirit. 

Today it is generally agreed by theologians that the reality of 
the Trinity (the " ontological Trinity ") is revealed to us by the 
manifestation of the Divine Persons in the plan of salvation (the 
" economic Trinity"). 34 Thus the First Person is especially re­
vealed through the Creation, the Second through the Incarnation, 
the Third through the life of the Church. Moreover, in the In­
carnation, Christ in his visible, earthly life revealed his relations 
to the other two persons of the Trinity and thus revealed them to 
us and in so doing revealed his " centrality " in the Trinity. 35 

The Bible in outlining the order of creation teaches the equal­
ity of man and woman as images of God, but also differentiates 
their roles in the human community by the narrative of the crea­
tion of Eve from Adam ( Gn 2 :18-25), thus picturing Adam as 
the origin and representative, the "head" of all humanity (Rm 
5 :12-21; 15 :21-23).36 Moreover, in many places in the moral 

34 See William J. Hill, O.P., The Three-Personed God (Washington, DC: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 1982) and Walter Kasper, The 
God of Jesus Christ, translated by Matthew J. O'Connell (New York: Cross• 
road, 1986), pp. 243-249. 

85 This " centrality " of Christ the Divine Son is a great theme in the sym­
bolic theology of St. Bonaventure. 

36 On the "head/body" imagery in the New Testament see Stephen F. 
Miletic, "One Flesh" (Eph 5:22-24; 5:31): Marriage and the New Creation, 
Analecta Biblica (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1988), Chapter IV. Two 
exhaustive studies, Kari Elisabeth Borresen, Subordination and Equivalence: 
The Nature and Role of Woman in Augustine and Thomas Aquinas (Wash­
ington, DC: University Press of America, 1981) and Prudence Allen, The 
Concept of Woman: The Aristotelian Revolution 750 BC-1250 AD (Montreal: 
Eden Press, 1985), analyze the influence of Aristotelian thought on the theo­
logical concept of the relation of the sexes. Unlike most feminists who reject 
" complementarity " to describe the relation between the sexes and prefer 
" mutuality," Allen promotes " complementarity," which she claims was first 
proposed by Hildegard of Bingen ( 1098-1179), in contrast to Aristotelian 
"polarity." See also her article "Hildegard of Bingen's Philosophy of Sex 
Identity," Thought 64 (1989) :231-41. The claim, however, that Aristotle con­
sidered the relation of male to female to be polarity, not complementarity, is 
odd, since as Allen herself shows, Aristotle held this relation to be analogous 
to that of form to matter. No relation could be more complementary! 
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instructions in the New Testament (as well as the Old) it is 
argued that the headship of the man over the family pertains to 
the order of creation, distorted by sin, and restored in Christ (I 
Cor. 11 :3-16; Eph 5 :21-32; Col 4 :18-21; Tm 2 :8-15; Ti 2 :3-
5). 37 Relying on what he considers this natural symbolism, St. 
Paul then explains that the universality of both the Fall and the 
Redemption imply that Jesus is the New Adam (Rm 5 :12-21; 1 
Cor 15 :21-28, 45-49), the origin and head of the human race, 
who represents the whole of humanity, male and female. 38 Thus 

37 A thorough study of these texts is contained in J1,1iletic, " One Flesh," 
and in the yet unpublished dissertation of Salvatore M. Ballacchino, The 
Household Order Texts: Coloss,ians 3:18-4:1; 1 Peter 2:17-3:9; 1 Timothy 
2:8-15 (5:1-2) and Titus 2:1-10: Present State of the Question and Assess­
ment (Washington, DC: John Paul II Institute for Studies in Marriage and 
Family, 1992). See also Philip H. Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction: The 
Structure of Theology and Ethics in the Pastoral Epistles (Sheffield: ISOT 
Press, 1989). John l\feier, "On the veiling of hermeneutics (1 Cor 11 :2-16),'' 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly 40 :212 (April, 1978) criticizes the Declaration 
for neglecting the historical-critical method as to the historical conditioning of 
these texts, and claims that the Declaration is arbitrary in dismissing Paul's 
arguments for the veiling of women (or, as other exegetes think, a simple 
coiffeur) and their silence in church. Joseph Komonchak, " Theological Ques­
tions on the Ordination of Women" argues to the same effect. I agree this is 
a flaw in the Declaration's hermeneutic, since I believe that, though Paul's 
pastoral precept no longer binds, it was his temporary application of a per­
manently valid principle, namely, the husband's headship of the family. What 
is historically conditioned is how "headship " is appropriately expressed. 

38 The objection is often raised that the principle found in the Church 
Fathers, "\i\That has not been assumed in the Incarnation, is not redeemed" 
implies the Incarnation is the assumption of humanity neutral to gender. But 
for the Bible Adam is the source of all humanity, including Eve, and thus the 
New Adam is the spiritual father of both sexes, and the priest represents 
him as such. Ancient biology held that the male principle is relatively more 
active in reproduction than the female. If its activity went to its full term, it 
produced a male like the father, but if the matter was not fully disposed a 
female was engendered. This did not imply that the female is simply a defec­
tive male (as Aristotle is sometimes misunderstood), since nature intends to 
produce both male and female in approximately equal numbers, each perfect 
in its own form, complementary to each other, and each a complete human 
person with a soul immediately created by God (cf. Aquinas exposition of 
Aristotle, Summa Theologiae I, q. 92, a.l ad 1). Modern biology improves this 
explanation but does not contradict it. Both parents contribute equal amounts 
of nuclear genetic material, but the female also provides the bulk of the cyto-
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in the symbol system of the Pauline churches Jesus' maleness was 
an important element in revealing that he was the beginning of 
the new creation. 

Of course it is precisely this " patriarchal " or " headship " no­
tion which is anathema to feminists. 39 Rightly advocating the 
equality of woman and man in marriage, they believe they must 
deny the differentiation of roles in the family as inimical to this 
equality. Nevertheless, they also vehemently declare that male 
oppression has been and still is a major feature of human history. 
Some even identify it with original sin.40 In this they have 
Biblical support in the original curses on Adam and Eve which 
prophesy that sin produces a world in which men toil in poverty 
and women bear the burden of childbirth and of dependency on 
their husbands (Gn 3 :16-19). 

Feminists explain how this universal subjugation of one sex 
by another is possible by pointing to woman's unfair disadvant-

plasm for the embryo, including some extra-nuclear genetic material. The 
male sperm is the relatively active principle which initiates reproduction by 
seeking out and penetrating the ovum and by determining the sex of the 
zygote by supplying or not supplying a Y chromosome and thus producing a 
male or female respectively. Thus for modern biology, even more definitely 
than for ancient biology, the male parent is the relatively active principle pro­
ducing and differentiating both sexes, while the female's specific contribution 
is to supply the bulk of the matter of the embryo. 

39 The anthropological controversy over the universality of male dominance 
has produced a large literature. The two sides are well represented by 
Stephen Goldberg, The Inevitability of Patriarchy (New York: Morrow, 
1974) who argues that male dominance in some degree has been present in all 
known cultures and is rooted in human biology and psychology, and by Marilyn 
French, Beyond Power: On Women, Men and Morals (New York: Bal­
lantine Books, 1985) who believes that a "matricentric" culture preceded 
patriarchy (pp. 1-64) and explains the rise of patriarchy as due not to the 
superior physical strength of males but to the fact that their ability to pro­
duce semen gave them the notion that sex is not for love and pleasure, but for 
control or domination. Thus in certain economic circumstances the bonds of 
love between women and men, between women, and between mother and child 
were broken, and male dominance became widespread as " patriarchy " (pp. 
65-122). She advocates a morality of freedom and equality whose goal is the 
maximum of pleasure, above all of sexual pleasure (pp. 500-546). 

4o See Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, "Original Sin 
and Sexism," pp. 173-183. 



GENDER AND THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST 363 

age in " the war of the sexes " because of her smaller size, lesser 
physical strength, and liability to rape and disablement by preg­
nancy and nursing as compared to the male's greater strength, 
freedom of movement, aggressive tendencies, and ability to im­
pregnate and then desert the pregnant woman. But do not these 
sinful abuses of women by men reflect a natural differentiation 
which has to be recognized in non-abusive ways in successful 
marriage? It is this natural differentiation of sexual roles in the 
family which Scripture, while acknowledging the liability to sin­
ful abuse, attempted to express by the etiological narrative of the 
creation of Eve from Adam and by the concept of the father's 
" headship " in the family. 

As I will show later, the Bible strives to show how this "head­
ship " can be freed of abuse and reconciled with the more funda­
mental equality of husband and wife. Moreover, the way in 
which this " headship " is rightly expressed differs in different 
times and cultures, and economic conditions. To say, therefore, 
that even today the man is " head " of his family in no way 
justifies his exercising this headship in the manner of a Victorian 
father, nor indeed in any way that derogates from the equal per­
sonal dignity of his wife. The concept of male " headship " real­
istically recogniz·es that, because of the natural physical and psy­
chological differentiation of the sexes and their relations to their 
offspring, some differentiation in their roles in the service of 
family unity must be acknowledged. 

Thus maleness is essential to Jes us as the New Adam, head 
and father of redeemed humanity, and therefore to the priest who 
symbolizes him.41 The priest has not in all places and cultures 

41 Joseph Komonchak, " Theological Questions on the Ordination of 
Women," p. 21 argues that "theological emphasis on the maleness of Christ's 
humanity is foreign to the New Testament," because there are only three texts 
(Lk 24 :19; Jn 1 :30; Acts 2 :22) that use the term aner (male) of Jesus and 
"none of them exploits Christ's maleness." Even the reference to Christ as 
New Adam (Rm 5) calls him anthropos (human). This argument ignores the 
symbolic significance of the terms " Son," " Adam," " Bridegroom" to which 
masculinity is intrinsic. Komonchak's important critique fails to distinguish 
the majoc symbols of the New Testament from the occasional uses of gender 
metaphors. 
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been given the title "Father" as is now customary in the United 
States, but it has commonly been applied to him, as St. Paul ap­
plies it to himself (1Cor4:15; 2 Cor 6:13; 1 Thes 2:11), and 
it is most fitting. VVhile feminists frequently use the term 
" patriarchy " as if the word " father " connotes tyranny, in fact 
it implies that the violent and sexually exploitative male is often 
tamed by his tender love and care for his children and their 
mother. It was in this sense of intimate trust that Jesus prayed 
to God as "Abba" (Dear Father), invited us to pray the "Our 
Father," and in the great Parable of the Prodigal Son (Lk 15 :11-
32) portrayed what a real father ought to be. The beautiful text 
of Isaiah, often cited by feminists to justify naming God 
"Iviother," "Can a mother forget her infant, be without tender­
ness for the child of her womb? Even should she forget, I will 
never forget you (Is 49 : 15) ," loses all its rhetorical, paradoxical 
force unless one notes that it is the patriarchal God, Yahweh, the 
Almighty Lord of Hosts, who is pleading with us so gently. 

VI. The Son Symbol 

It can be conceded that Jesus called God " Father " because in 
the patriarchal society of the Old Testament the prophets pre­
ferred to speak of Yahweh as male, not female. But they did so 
also because they believed that this Name was the one which God 
himself had commanded them to use, "This is my name forever, 
this is my title for all generations " (Ex 3 :15). " I am Yahweh, 
this is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to 
idols" (Is 42 :8). 

Jesus seems to have felt no need to correct this understanding, 
as he did other Old Testament views (Mt S :21-48). It was his 
own way of speaking of his relation to God: " No one knows the 
Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father but the Son 
and anyone to whom the Son wishes to reveal him" (Mt 11 :27; 
Lk 10:21-22).42 Jesus not only reveals the Father as Creator, 

42 Generally attributed to the hypothetical Q document which the majority 
of scholars believe represented very early tradition. " If the crucial v. 27 is 
authentic, as it may well be, it would give a most important clue to Jesus' 
self-understanding as absolute Son of the absolute Father. There is a Marean-
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but also manifests himself as Son sent by the Father on our be­
half. But Jesus as Son of God and New Adam is the image of 
"the Father [the First Person] from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth is named" ( E ph 3 : 15). 43 

Why then does the Bible prefer to symbolize God as Father, 
rather than Mother? 44 The reason is not hard to find if we re­
member that human language cannot be applied literally to God, 
but only analogically. Furthermore, for the Old Testament the 
analogy to be employed, as we have already seen, had to be based 
on a natural and therefore universal symbolism, namely, the best 

overlap of idiom here; cf. Mk 13 :32." B. T. Viviano in The New Jerome 
Biblical Commentary, ed. by R. E. Brown, J. A. Fitzmeyer, and R. E. Murphy 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990), p. 653. 

43 The NAB translation of the text, usually translated " from whom all 
fatherhood [patria, descent, lineage, household, or clan] in heaven and on 
earth is named." " God, the creator of all the families of beings, established 
his power and control over all creatures in the act of naming them (Ps 147 :4; 
Is 40 :26; cf Gn 2 :19-20) ." Paul J. Kobleski, The New Jerome Biblical Com­
mentary, p. 888. Gn 2:19-20 shows how Adam shares God's dominion by 
naming the animals. 

44 Many feminists realize that to call God " Mother " and ascribe to deity 
" feminine " traits opens them to the charge of stereotyping. Hence Elizabeth 
A. Johnson, C.S.J., "The Incomprehensibility of God and the Image of God 
as Male and Female," Theological Studies 45 (1984) : 441-465, argues that to 
use both male and female images of God emphasizes his "incomprehensibility" 
and thus avoids idolatry. She denies that "Abba" should be translated Father 
(and quotes Paul Santmire, "Retranslating 'Our Father;' The Urgency and 
the Possibility," Dialog 16 (1977): 102-104. She also says, "It is debatable 
whether fatherhood or the feminine basilcia (reign of God) is the key image 
co-ordinating all others in Jesus' speech" and quotes Philip Harner, Under­
standing the Lord's Prayer (Philadelphia; Fortress, 1975) as against Robert 
Hammerton-Kelly, God the Father: Theology and Patriarchy in the Teaching 
of Jesus (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979). McFague, Mode ls of God, pp. 97-123 
takes a similar position and quotes Rosemary Radford Ruether to the same 
effect. McFague ends by abandoning what she calls the " dualism" between 
Creator and creation and creatio ex nihilo, and accepts the notion that crea­
tion is the "Body " of God who, however, can also be thought of as its 
" Parent." Helpful analyses of such views can be found in Donald G. Bloesch, 
Is The Bible Sexist: Beyond Feminism and Patriarchalism (Westchester, IL: 
Crossway Books; Good News Publishers, 1982) and The Battle for the Trinity: 
The Debate Over Inclusive God-Language (Ann Arbor: Servant Publications: 
Vine Books, 1985). 
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known relations in universal human experience, the relations 
within the family. 

The principal Old Testament revelation, which is the founda­
tion of the New Testament and the first article of its Creed, is 
that there is only one God, the Creator Almighty, who brought 
into being the People of the Covenant and also the heavens and 
the earth. Therefore, the First Person had to be symbolized as 
Father and not Mother in order to express the absolute trans­
cendence of the Creator, utterly other than the cosmos of which 
he is the origin. This relation of otherness is not adequately ex­
pressed by the child's relation to its mother, because she is more 
same than other, since her children develop within her body and 
are nourished at her breast. On the contrary, the relation of the 
child to its father is more a relation to the Other, but an Other 
who is still caring. As Aristotle said,45 

Male is what we call an animal that generates into another, female 
that which generates into itself. That is why in the universe as a 
whole the earth's nature is thought of as female and mother, while 
the sky and sun or such others are called begetters and fathers, 

Feminists who want to call God "Mother" have themselves 
made the point that the world religions, other than Judaism and 
its off shoots Christianity and Islam, all tend to be monistic and 
appropriately picture the Supreme Being as the Great Goddess 
who is identical with the cosmos, Mother Nature or Mother 
Earth. 

The primary symbol for " That-Which-Cannot-be-Told" is the 
Goddess. The Goddess has infinite aspects and thousands of names­
She is the reality behind many metaphors. She is reality, the mani­
fest deity, omnipresent in all of life, in each of us. The Goddess is 
not separate from the world-She is the world, and all things in it: 
moon, sun, earth, star, stone, seed, flowing river, wind, wave, leaf 
and branch, bud and blossom, fang and claw, woman and man. In 
Witchcraft, flesh and spirit are one.46 

Hence some feminists quite logically propose to revive this 
ancient pantheistic (or " panentheistic ") conception and there-

4° De Gencratione c. 2, 716a 14. 
4 s Starhawk, The Spiral Dance, p. 8. 
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fore reject theism.41 Any religion that worships a transcendent 
Creator, they maintain, is irredeemably patriarchal. Christianity, 
however, cannot tear out its roots in Judaism whose great con­
tribution to the world was precisely its witness to Creation ex 
nihilo in opposition to the gods and goddesses of the Canaanites 
and other pagan peoples who surrounded Israel. 48 Since, then, 
for this reason the First Person chose to reveal himself as related 
to us as Father rather than Mother (though he is of course also 
the origin of motherhood), the Second Person, in order to be 
revealed as God's image and absolute equal, had to be the Son, 
not the Daughter, of God. 

To argue that this divine act of self-revelation had significance 
only in the particular culture of the Jews, because of their patri­
archy, is to belie the universality of God's self-revelation through 
the Incarnation for all places and all times. As the revelation of 
God's Name to Moses was fundamental to the religion of the 
Jews, so Jesus is said in the New Testament to be the very Name 
of God for all humanity. " Because of this [his sacrificial death] 
God highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is 
above every other name" (Phil 2 :9). Hence Jesus, as God's 
Name, must include in his identity the male gender of Yahweh 

41 The term "panentheism "-given currency by Alfred North Whitehead­
emphasizes God's immanence against the supposedly exclusive transcendence 
of "theism," yet avoids " pantheism " which seems to identify the Ground of 
Being with beings. This, however, caricatures traditional "theism" which 
held that God's absolute transcendence makes possible his absolute immanence 
(cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q.8). In fact panentheists 
usually hold positions akin to Stoic pantheism, distinguishing God from the 
world only as a World-Soul from the material parts it informs. 

48 The three principal goddesses [of Canaanite religion] were Asherah 
(gnyt ilm ... perhaps "creatoress of the gods") and of a strongly sexual 
stamp, Astarte (Ashtoreth) and Anath ("the virgin" and of warlike nature) 
whose exploits are well known from the U garitic texts. Canaanite religion 
was marked by fertility rites, which involved sacred prostitution." The New 
Jerome Biblical Commentary, p. 1227. On these three goddesses see the articles 
by Walter A. Maier III, "Anath," vol. 1, pp. 225-227 and John Day, "Ash­
toreth (Astarte)," vol. 1, 491-493, and "Asherah," vol. 1, pp. 483-487, The 
Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. by David Noel Freedman (New York: Double­
day, 1990). 
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by which the transcendent Creatorship of the Father is sym­
bolized. 

Some have been outraged that the Decl(J;ration denied to women 
the capacity to act in persona Christi. Do not women as Chris­
tians image Christ to the world? Of course they image him as he 
is human, but they are not well qualified to represent him pre­
cisely as he is the New Adam and the image of God as Father.49 

Thus we can conclude that women cannot be priests because they 
cannot be fathers. 

Women are not well qualified for this particular function in 
the Church, and because not qualified have no right to it. They 
suffer no injustice in not being called to priesthood and their per­
sonal equality with men is not in any way derogated by the 
acknowledgement of this role differentiation, anymore than by 
the recognition that only men can be fathers, only women 
mothers. Instead the Church would be unjust to women if she 
were to call them to a function which is inappropriate to their 
special gifts as women. 

VII. The Male Slave Symbol 

One of the sources of this controversy has been undoubtedly 
the arrogant clericalism of some priests, a sinful manifestation 
of male pride and aggressiveness which has obscured the sym­
bolism of priesthood. \i\Thile representing Christ as the revelation 
of the Father, a priest even more directly represents him in his 
kenosis (emptying) as he became a lowly human being, a servant 

49 St. Paul's statement, "A man, on the other hand, should not cover his 
head, because he is the image and glory of God, but woman is the glory of 
man. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man, nor was 
man created for woman, but woman for man" ( 1 Cor 11 :7-9), has led some 
to say that woman is not the image of God, but instead the image of man. 
Yet there are other texts (Rm 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18; Eph 4:24; Col 3:1) ad­
dressed to all Christians, both men and women, which imply that women also 
are images of Christ. I think that in the text quoted Paul is saying that like 
Adam the Christian man has a certain dignity (glory) as head of the family 
(image of the Father, head of all families) and the family's representative 
before God. The wife shares in this dignity and contributes to it (she is the 
husband's "glory"), but she is not head of the family nor symbol of the 
Father. Cf. also John Meier, " On the veiling of hermeneutics." 
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of the Father and of his fellow human beings, sent on a mission 
that involved humiliation, suffering, and death. The power of 
God is manifested in the priest not so much in victory as in 
powerlessness, or rather, "power perfected in weakness" (2 Cor 
12:9; cf. Heb 4:15). 

Women who think that ordination will "·empower" them do 
not realize what the experience of a being a priest usually is. Few 
priests, even bishops, feel " powerful," because they live everyday 
with tasks that seem to produce no results at all! Indeed, clerical 
abuse of the power of office, arrogance, ambition, or pomp, are 
as often as not the reflection of the frustration that male aggres­
siveness feels in a position which by its very nature is so counter­
cultural and lacking in prestige. For a proud male to acknowl­
edge himself an obedient slave is even more humiliating than for 
a woman to acknowledge herself a "lowly servant" or "hand­
maid" as Mary did (Lk 1 :48). 

Thus when St. Paul says, "Thus should one regard us: as 
servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. Now it 
is of course required of stewards that they be found trustworthy" 
( 1 Cor 4: 1-2), he clearly is emphasizing that simple fidelity in 
witnessing to apostolic tradition in his pastoral charge of a com­
munity is the only power of the priest. Presiding at the Eucharist 
or reconciling the sinner are not an exercise of power by the 
priest in his own right but by Christ and the Church through 
him. A priest acting in the name of Christ and the Church is 
gravely obliged to act simply as their servant. 

On Holy Thursday when the Church celebrates the institution 
of the Christian priesthood and instructs the faithful liturgically 
as to what a priest is, the Gospel and the ritual re-enact how 
Jesus washed the apostles' feet as their slave (Jn 13 :1-20). 
This fidelity requires of the priest an emptying of all merely per­
sonal hopes and projects, all vanity and ambition, as the classic 
writings on the spirituality of priesthood have constantly in­
sisted.50 

50 The French school of spirituality, especially of the Sulpicians so vital to 
the development of the seminary system for training priests, has been much 
criticized for its stress on the " selflessness " of priests and for the debatable 
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Christ had to be male because of the very fact which feminists 
proclaim, namely the universal oppression of women by man, 
foretold but not condoned by God after the Fall (Gn 3 :16). To 
overcome this oppression it was necessary that a man, not a 
woman, should demonstrate that true manhood is not charac­
terized by machismo-violence and sexual prowess. Jesus by 
being the Adamic male yet a male who was non-violent and virgin 
gave this proof in his heroic life and death. If the Second Person 
had been incarnate as a woman, the kenosis of the Master choos­
ing to be the Servant would have been missing, and his incarna­
tion as the Suffering Servant would have seemed just another 
example of woman's victimization. 51 

Thus Christ and the priest who images him symbolically reveal 
the Trinity in that the Son stands in relation to the Father as 
having nothing of his own, but receiving all from the Father. 
Sent to us in total obedience to the Father, he prayed in Gethse­
mane, " ' Abba, Father, all things are possible to you. Take this 
cup away from me, but not what I will but what you will'" (Mk 
14 :36). 

Feminists complain of the use of the term "submission" in the 

Christological arguments used to support this emphasis. Certainly it is a 
serious mistake to deny the need of priests for full psychological "individua­
tion,'' initiative and creativity, friendship, appropriate recreation, and closeness 
to the people they serve. Nevertheless, this school made a valuable contribu­
tion to the theology of priesthood by its identification of priesthood with the 
servanthood of Christ. See E. A. Walsh, Priesthood in the Writings of the 
French school: Beritlle, de Condren, Olier (1949) and Michael J. Buckley, 
S. J., " Seventeenth Century French Spirituality" in Louis Dupre and Don E. 
Saliers, eds., Christian Spirituality vol. III, "Post-Reformation and Modem 
Spirituality,'' vol. 18 of An Encyclopedia of World Spirituality (New York: 
Crossroad, 1989), pp. 28-68. 

51 David Hein, "Women's Ordination Redivivus,'' argues in the opposite 
sense, " Can a male person represent the suffering servant better than a female 
person? That is not at all obvious . . . Who could more faithfully represent 
service than those who have always served? By virtue of never having had 
worldly power, women possess the power to convey images of faithful and 
humble love" (p. 34). But for a servant (the oppressed female) to be a 
servant is not a symbol, while for a master (the male oppressor) to become a 
servant is a paradox and thus a powerful symbol. 
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texts relating to the role of the wife in the family, overlooking 
that Christ totally submitted to the Father, and that the husband 
as representing Christ in the family is also called on to submit him­
self to his wife by sacrificing for her as Christ sacrificed himself 
for the Church. 52 Thus in the Christian scheme of things " sub­
mission " is in no way degrading, but is " self-giving " and is 
mutual, since to give oneself in love calls the other to the recip­
rocal act of self-giving. 

Feminists do not like the notion of the "complementarity" of 
the sexes, because, they say, it is often used to imply the incom­
pleteness and therefore inferiority of the woman, and hence pre­
fer "mutuality." 53 But mutuality is generic to all truly Christian 
and humane relationships and in the case of the sexual relation­
ship must be made more specific by the additional term " com­
plementary equality " which implies not only that woman is in­
complete without man, but man incomplete without woman. This 
is precisely what Genesis 1-2 teaches, Jesus affirms in quoting 
Genesis 1-2 (Mk 10 :6-9), and St. Paul sums up, " Woman is 
not independent of man or man of woman in the Lord. For just 
as woman came from man, so man is born of woman; but all 
things are from God " ( 1 Cor 11 : 11-12) . 

52 The verb hypotasso, "to place under, subject, subordinate, submit" is 
used in several of these texts of slaves (Ti 2 :9; 1 Ptr 2 :18) and of wives 
(1 Cor 14:34; Eph 5:22, 24; Col 3:18; Ti 2:5; 1 Ptr 3:1) and similarly 
hypotage ("subjection") (1 Tm 2:11) is used of wives. But in Eph 5 :21 just 
before speaking of the submission of wives, all Christians, both husbands and 
wives, are exhorted: "Be subordinate to one another (hypotass6menoi allelois) 
out of reverence for Christ" and in 1 Cor 11 :3 Paul writes, " But I want you 
to know that Christ is the head of every man and a husband the head of his 
wife, and God the head of Christ." Thus the early Church did not see subor­
dination as taking away anything of the equal dignity and mutual respect of 
persons, but rather as contributing to it, because its model was Jesus who 
with regard to his humanity subordinated himself in obedience to the Father 
and in service to all and by that was exalted to the right hand of the Father 
(Phil 2:6-11). The temptation to refuse a due subordination ("You shall be 
as gods," Gn 2 :3 :5) was the original sin. 

53 See Eugene C. Bianchi, From Machismo to Mutuality: Essays on Sexism 
and Woman-man Liberation (New York: Paulist, 1976). 
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VIII. The Messiah (Spirit-Anointed) Symbol 

In the third phase of the economy of salvation, Christ reveals 
the Holy Spirit by sending the Spirit from the Father on his 
disciples to form them into a Church. In the Old Testament the 
prophets foretold that the restoration of God's Reign would be 
through a Messiah, an anointed king of the line of David. Chris­
tion tradition also saw him as an anointed priest "of the line of 
Melchizedek,'' i.e., no longer of the Aaronic priesthood. This 
anointing of Jesus by the Holy Spirit and his acknowledgement 
by the Father as his Beloved Son was manifested in his baptism 
(Mt 3 :16-17). 

When the heart of Jesus was pierced after his death on the 
Cross, blood and water flowed out (Jn 19 :34), symbols of the 
sacraments of the Eucharist and Baptism through which the life­
giving Spirit is to be offered to all humanity. From the Risen 
Christ ascended to the Father this action of the Holy Spirit be­
came manifest at Pentecost in the Spirit's animation of the 
Apostles and the holy women, constituting them the Church. 

The priest, who in ordination receives the Holy Spirit and is 
permanently consecrated (i.e., receives the sacramental "char­
acter ") for his role in the community of the Church, is thus a 
symbol of the presence of the Messiah (Hebrew, "Anointed 
One,'' Greek, " the Christ "), on whom the Holy Spirit rests as 
did the Shekinah or "glory of the Lord" on the Holy of Holies 
in the Tabernacle and the Temple. 

When we recall that Jesus the Messiah was a poor carpenter, 
and in the eyes of the world nothing more, it becomes under­
standable why the priest who stands for Christ can be a very 
ordinary human being dedicated to the service of his people and 
yet be consecrated in the Spirit. It is only because the members 
of the Church have the faith to perceive this invisible yet real 
presence of Christ through the Spirit in their priests, that they 
can listen to their preaching with trust, confess their sins, and 
receive the Eucharist in faith. 
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IX. The Bridegroom Symbol 

The Fathers of the Church thought the Church was born from 
the side of Jesus dead on the Cross in fulfillment of the symbol 
of the creation of Eve from the side of the sleeping Adam. Cer­
tainly Genesis wished to show that the woman is equal to the man 
in nature, yet complementary to him. Between man and woman 
there is a certain natural order, as between the different mem­
bers of a living organism. Yet, precisely because men and women 
have different gifts to contribute, they can form a perfect unity 
in which equally they share one being and life. Moreover, this 
is a unity of love, of self-giving, by which each submits (is sub­
ordinated) to the other, so that all that belongs to one belongs to 
the other. They thus image the Trinity in which, although it 
would be improper to speak of sub-ordination, there is, neverthe­
less, an order of First, Second, Third, yet only One Divinity, One 
Being, One Life. 

Thus the sacrament of marriage symbolizes the Church which 
is itself constituted through the sacrament of orders, since in 
ordination the priest becomes the consecrated symbol of the pres­
ence of Christ the head and the people become the body of Christ, 
since a Christian community without a priest is only potentially 
a local church. 54 If it be objected that the people are already 
members of Christ by the sacrament of baptism which can be per­
formed even by a non-priest, this of course is true, but there 
would be no Christian community into which one could be 
baptized if it had not been constituted by priestly authority con­
tinuous with the authority that the apostles received from the 
Risen Christ. 

In the Old Testament Yahweh, as sole author of creation, had 
no goddess-wife. 55 Therefore, metaphorically the Creation itself 
was his wife. Hence, in the Old Testament the order of creation 

5 4 See section IV above and the references in note 3. 
5 5 See Raphael Patai, The Hebrew Goddess (New York: KTAV Publishing 

House, 1967) on the rabbinic concept of Shekina or glorious presence of God, 
conceived as the bride of God (pp. 137-156) and the Kabbalistic figure of 
"Matronit" or Maternal Presence (pp. 157-206). 



374 BENEDICT M. ASHLEY, O.P. 

and the order of the law were personified as a woman, " Wis­
dom" (cf. Job 28; Prv 1, 8, 9; Sir 24; Wis 7-9; Bar 3:9-4:4). 
In the New Testament, Jesus is called "the power and wisdom 
of God " ( 1 Cor 1 :24) by St. Paul, since in Jesus creation is re­
stored in the New Adam (Rm 5 :12-21), and the New Law of 
Love is manifested to all nations ("the law of Christ" Gal 6 :2, 
"the law of faith" Rm 3 :27). 

Yet more properly it is the Third Person of the Trinity, who 
proceeds from the Father and the Son, who is Love, wise love, to 
whom the Old Testament descriptions of a feminine Wisdom are 
applied. Nevertheless, the Holy Spirit, although grammatically 
a neuter term (pneuma, spirit), as Divine Person equal to the 
Father and the Son is referred to in masculine terms (Jn 16 :7, 
12, 14, etc.). Just as in the Old Testament "Wisdom" is the 
Creation and the Law, so in the New Testament it is the Church, 
the Body and Bride of the Mystical Christ for whom he has 
sacrificed himself. 

Thus it is in the relation of the Church to Christ, in their 
union of love, that the Holy Spirit is manifest. This Spirit de­
scending on Christ in his baptism, making him the Messiah, or 
Anointed One, the Beloved Son of the Father (Mt 3 :16-17), 
overflows from the Head to the members, and gives life to the 
Church, which is then united to him as the Bride of the Lamb 
(Rv 21 :9). 

The Old Testament theme by which Yahweh is the bridegroom 
of Israel, who forgives her unfaithfulness and reunites her to him­
self in mutual love, marvelously making her his equal in the 
covenant relationship (Hos 1-3), is manifested in its fullness in 
Christ and the Church, with the difference that by the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit the Church is always kept faithful to Christ in 
its infallibility and indefectibility (Eph 5 :25-27). 

Within the Christian community, therefore, the presence of 
Christ, Husband of the Church, is made manifest by the selec­
tion and ordination of one of its members to be the symbol or 
icon of Christ, as the people as a whole are the icon of the 
Church, Bride of Christ. Some may object that, of course, the 



GENDER AND THE PRIESTHOOD OF CHRIST 375 

laity consists of men as well as women, but it is not the some­
times unfaithful faithful as individuals who symbolize the Bride 
in this relationship but the ever faithful Church as a corporate 
whole. The presiding priest is the only individual in the eucha­
ristic assembly who stands for Christ in relation to the corporate 
congregation as Church. 56 Other individual Christians do sym­
bolize Christ and also the Church but in different individual ways 
according to their various vocations and charisms. 

X. The Corresponding Dignity for Women: 

An objection to my whole argument is that it gives to men a 
major symbolic function but assigns nothing equivalent to 
women. Thus it empties femininity of religious significance or re­
duces it to a mere shadow of the man's symbolic role. But is this 
really the case? It would be so only if in fact there did not exist 
in the Church a symbolic role for some women of comparable im­
portance to what the priesthood is for some men, thus manifest­
ing the equal dignity of the sexes. Now there has long existed 
such a role, 57 although it is today little regarded by feminists, 
namely the role of the consecrated virgin. Feminists charge that 
the patriarchal Church recognizes only three roles for women: to 
be a virgin, a mother, or a temptress, and that all these roles are 
oppressive, since they deny to woman full control over her own 
sexuality. John Paul II, however, has shown that all women are 
called to express their femininity as mothers and all men their 
masculinity as fathers, and this expression may either take place 
in marriage, or in spiritual motherhood and fatherhood. This 
spiritual expression is possible for both sexes in all the secular 

56 The traditional term for the priest as alter Christus, "another Christ," 
can be benignly explained, but it is not really proper, since a priest is not 
another Christ, but symbolically Christ himself, just as, in another way, the 
poor man who needs our compassion is Christ himself (Mt 25 :40). 

57 On the history of the " ecclesial orders for women " see Sister Mary 
Lawrence McKenna, S.C.M.M., Women of the Church: Role and Renewal, 
with a foreword by Jean Danie!ou, S.J. (New York: P.]. Kenedy & Sons, 
1967), especially Chapter 5, "The Order of Virgins", pp. 95-110. 
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vocations, and in special ways in religious life or the celebate 
priesthood. 58 

Anyone acquainted with the history of the Church knows that 
the mystique surrounding the priesthood has been balanced in 
the Catholic Church since St. Paul's time by a remarkable 
mystique about the virgin dedicated to Christ as his Bride. This 
mystique has its source in the celibacy of Christ and in a very 
special way in the virginity of his Blessed Mother Mary. 

To understand this symbolism it is important to distinguish 
the consecrated virgin or cloistered nun from those, male or fe., 
male, in the religious state as such. Among religious it is the 
consecrated virgins or nuns who live a wholly contemplative life 
in a manner which explicitly sets them apart as symbols of the 
Church as Bride of Christ, just as among the various ministers 
of the Church, only the priest is set apart precisely as symbol of 
Christ. Other religious, male or female, participate analogically 59 

in this symbolism but their life is directly related to their active 
mission or penitential state, not to this symbolic role. By her 
whole manner of life the cloistered nun is " set apart, a surpass-

58 See John Paul II, in his Apostolic Letter on the Dignity and Vocation 
of Women (Mulieris Dignitatein), Aug. 15, 1988; Origins 18, 17 (Oct. 6, 
1988) : 261-283, nn. 20-22. 

59 " In this wider context, virginity has to be considered also as a path for 
women, a path on which they realize their womanhood in a way different 
from marriage. By freely choosing virginity, women confirm themselves as 
persons, as beings whom the Creator has willed for their own sake. At the 
same time they realize the personal value of their own femininity by becoming 
' a sincere gift ' for God, who has revealed himself in Christ, a gift for Christ, 
the redeemer of humanity and the spouse of souls: a ' spousal' gift. One can­
not correctly understand virginity-a woman's consecration in virginity-with­
out referring to spousal love. It is through this kind of love that a person 
becomes a gift for the other. Moreover, a man's consecration in priestly celi­
bacy or in the religious state is to be understood analogously." (Italics mine). 
Ibid., n. 20. Vatican II in its "Decree on the Appropriate Renewal of Reli­
gious Life " (De accomodata renovatione) n. 7 treated this topic somewhat 
summarily, but in the implementation of the Council the Vatican issued a new 
"Rite of Consecration to the Life of Virginity" (!YI os virgines consecra:ndi, 
May 31, 1970), printed in Austin Flannery, Vatican Council II: More Post­
conciliar Documents (Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Co., 1982), pp. 
193-194 which can be used both by nuns and women living in the world. 
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ing sign of the Church's love for Christ, and an eschatological 
image of the world to come and the glory of the heavenly Bride 
of Christ." 60 

If we compare this symbolic state with the priest's and ask 
which is superior, we recall that the Church has always held the 
contemplative life as such to be superior to the active life. Priest­
hood, however, as a ministry pertains primarily to the active 
life.61 Similarly, if we ask whether the Virgin Mary, who is not 
a priest but a spiritual mother, is inferior to the priests of the 
Church, even the pope, who are spiritual fathers, the answer, of 
course, is no. As Mother of God, she is vastly superior to any 
priest, except her Divine Son. Yet a mother and son share one 
another's honor in mutuality, in complementary equality.62 The 
Church in its role of Bride has been raised by Christ to share his 
own dignity and she is his glory as he is hers. In fact, in any 
Christian perspective all this worry about rank and equality seems 
foolish, since the setting aside of some members of the Church as 
priests and nuns does not degrade the other members of the 
Church but makes of them a priestly people, a virgin church. 63 

60 Ibid. n. 1. There is a famous passage in the autobiography of St. Therese 
of Lisieux in which she describes her desire to be a missionary priest in order 
to preach the Gospel and her realization that her role as a cloistered nun was 
just as important because it placed her at the heart of the Church as its love 
from which all its ministry flows. 

61 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 182, a. 1. "There is 
no reason that something may not be more excellent in itself, yet be surpassed 
by something else in a particular respect. Thus it should be said that the 
contemplative life is simply better than the active." He then goes on to show 
how the active life in certain secondary respects is the better. In II-II, q. 184, 
a. 6 c. he shows that while religious are in the state tending to perfection, ordi­
nation as such does not place a man in the state of perfection, although to ful­
fill the priestly office he needs to strive for holiness. Nevertheless, Aquinas 
shows in a. 5 that the bishops ought to be in that state because, compared 
to religious, they have the more active role in sanctification. Aquinas does 
not, however, make the further comparison between the consecrated virgin as 
symbol of Mary, and Mary as the eschatological Church for which the bishop 
is only an earthly servant. 

62 Inter Insigniores, n. 2 ( end)-3 (beginning). 
63 Raymond E. Brown, Priest and Bishop, pp. 14-15 points out that Ex 19 :6, 

"kingdom of priests" (cf. 1 Pt 2 :9; Rev. 1 :6; 5 :10: 20 :6 "royal priesthood") 
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XI. Symbolism as Shaping Historical Development 

The argument I have just sketched simply makes explicit and 
fills in the argument of the Declaration. Objections can be raised 
at a number of points as to the argument's historical founda­
tions.64 Since the Bible never applies the term "priest" to any­
one except Christ himself and then only in the idiosyncratic 
Epistle to the Hebrews, and since there were no cloistered nuns 
in the early Church, how can one believe this symbolism really 
has a permanent and unchanging value in the Church? 

Certainly, the priesthood and consecrated virginity have under­
gone and will continue to undergo a historical development in 
the Church, but this development has not been shaped only by 
explicit commands of Jesus or official acts of popes and councils. 
It has also been powerfully molded by the symbol-system provided 
by the Bible and organically elaborated in the Church's tradi­
tion. For example, in the development of the doctrine of the 
Petrine Office, scattered stories and references in the New Testa­
ment to the leadership of Peter among the Twelve took on a 
symbolic character and provided a model which shaped and regu­
lated the papal institution. 65 

The same is true, I believe, of the priesthood and consecrated 
virginity. What these have become in the Church has not been 
determined simply by some specific acts of institution recorded 
in the historical data available to us. Under the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, the meaning of model persons and significant events 
of New Testament times, in the context of Old Testament tradi-

applied to Israel and the Church does not relate to the offering of sacrifice by 
the people either individually or even corporately, but simply means that the 
people of the covenant are obliged to be holy like priests. I would add that 
a people can be called " priestly," not because each of its members is a priest, 
but simply because it has priests to lead it in worship, just as it is a " royal 
people " if it has a king. 

64 For the history of the development of the priesthood see the works of 
Brown, Osborne, and Dunn already cited. 

65Raymond E. Brown, et al, eds., Peter in the New Testament: A Collabo­
rative Assessment by Protestant and Roman Catholic Scholars (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1973). 
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tions, have been explicated, unified, and institutionalized from ele­
ments that were implicit or dispersed. These institutionalized 
forms are still open to many non-essential modifications but they 
are grounded in a permanent core of meaning. 

I have tried to show what this enduring significance of the 
priesthood is and why the gender differentiation which it re­
quires should not detract from the dignity of women in the 
Church. When rightly understood and practiced this comple­
mentary equality will greatly enhance women's personal dignity 
in its own reciprocal symbolism. 
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W ITH RESPECT TO the new Western cultural syn­
thesis he envisages in the final phase of his authorship, 

Ernst Troeltsch counts the medieval Thomist synthesis 
both as a formal model and a source of content. That is the prin­
cipal contention of this essay. Or to look at the matter from the 
perspective of successive phases of Troeltsch's authorship, Troel­
tsch's treatment of the Thomist synthesis in The Social Teach­
ing of the Christian Churches 1 provides a signal of his subse­
quent view of a new cultural synthesis. 

In arguing that case, I propose to focus first on Troeltsch's ex­
position of the Thomist synthesis in The Social Teaching, taking 
into account as well that running commentary which Troeltsch 
simultaneously presents on the magisterially sponsored repristina­
tion of the Thomist synthesis in late nineteenth century neo­
Thomism. That task completed, I will lay out briefly my under-

* An earlier version of this paper was contributed as a presentation at the 
Nineteenth Century Theology Working Group, AAR Annual Meeting, 1991. 
I would also like to express my gratitude to the participants in my Brown 
University graduate seminar on Troeltsch's The Social Teaching, 1989-90: 
Vaughn Allen, David Aune, James Gubbins, Mark Hadley, and Richard 
Wright. They aided me immeasurably in clarifying my mind. 

1 Ernst Troeltsch, Die Soziallehren der christlichen Kirchen und Gruppen, 
Gesammelte Schriften Band 1 (Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1965). Hereafter cited 
as Die Soziallehren. Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian 
Churches, trans. Olive Wyon, 2 vols. (London: George Allen and Unwin, 
1931). Hereafter cited as The Social Teaching. 
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standing of Troeltsch's conception of a new contemporary cultural 
synthesis, especially the version of that conception worked out in 
Der Historismus und seine Probleme.2 Furnished with this grasp 
of what Troeltsch means by a new cultural synthesis, I will assay 
an appraisal of how the treatment of the Thomist synthesis in 
The Social Teaching is a signal of things to come and an appraisal 
of the limited but genuine ways in which Troeltsch counts classic 
Thomism and neo-Thomism as formal model and source of con­
tent for his new cultural synthesis. 

But before the main thesis can be plausibly defended a major 
objection must be dealt with head on. On the face of it, it is high­
ly improbable that Troeltsch should count the medieval Thomist 
synthesis as either a formal model or a source of content for a 
present-day Western cultural synthesis. 

After all, the medieval cultural synthesis articulated concep­
tually by Thomas is the culmination and classic statement of the 
" unitary conception of truth ", a conception Troeltsch repudiates 
in the name of modern historical consciousness and the awareness 
of a plurality of truths. On behalf of the Western medieval 
church, Thomas asserts that Christian truth is unitary, that the 
magisterium authoritatively teaches it, and that the truths of rea­
son and revelation are one in a hierarchically ordered synthesis. 
Troeltsch rejects such claims. 

A comparable issue is at stake in the case of Troeltsch's ap­
praisal of the magisterially sponsored revival of neo-Thomism in 
the nineteenth century. Troeltsch is very much aware of the dis­
putes between the neo-Thomists and the Roman Catholic Mod­
ernists. He is positively attracted to the work of Alfred Loisy as a 
major representative of the Modernists and registers substantial 
agreement between Loisy and himself in their common espousal 
of "the modern historical conception of truth ". 8 

2 Ernst Troeltsch, Der Historismus und seine Probleme, Gesmnmelte 
Schriften, Band 3 (Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1961). Hereinafter cited as Der 
Historismus. 

3 For a detailed analysis of Troeltsch's appraisal of the dispute between 
Loisy and Harnack over the "essence of Christianity", see Wendell S. 
Dietrich, "Loisy and the Liberal Protestants," Studies in Religion/Sciences 
Religieuses 14 (1985) : 303-311. 
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I. Troeltsch on the Thomist synthesis 

But despite rejection of a unitary conception of truth, Troeltsch 
does count the medieval Thomist synthesis both as a formal 
model and as a source of content for a contemporary cultural 
synthesis. To show that, I will set forth a description, analysis, 
and interpretation of Troeltsch's presentation of the medieval 
cultural synthesis in The Social Teaching. In that presentation, 
Troeltsch operates with certain procedural axioms specific to The 
Social Teaching. 4 These axioms are consonant with Troeltsch's 
project at every stage of his work but they function most exp­
plicitly and vigorously in The Social Teaching. This is of course 
the point in Troeltsch's work where he is methodologically closest 
to Weber and he frequently cites those studies by Weber which 
parallel his own. There is also evidence of the impact of Tro­
eltsch' s by no means unsympathetic encounter with Marxist 
theory about the relation between economic, social and political 
base and ideological superstructure. 

The procedural axioms of The Social Teaching can be sum­
marized and restated this way. First axiom: successively de­
veloping Christian world-views are correlated with distinctive 
religious-social entities or " Christianities ". Second axiom: vari­
ous versions of Christian religion and ethos are shaped by eco­
nomic, social, political and cultural situations in which these ver­
sions develop, but religion and its ideas constitute an independent 
variable in the total social matrix. Third axiom: Christian reli­
gion as a massively pervasive social phenomenon in Western 
civilization is, in each phase of its development, characterized by 
reflective activity, conceptualizing both the character of the 
Christian ethos and the patterns of interaction between Christian 
religion and society's various spheres. That is to say, in each 
phase of its development, Christian religion exhibits " social 
teaching of the Christian churches and groups". That social 

4 Note especially in this connection the "Conclusion" in Troeltsch, The So­
cial Teaching Vol. II, 991-1013; Die Soziallehren, 965-986. 
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teaching is articulated both by authorized spokesmen and indi­
vidual thinkers. 

I proceed now toward an analysis of Troeltsch's presentation 
of the medieval synthesis which will show how these axioms in­
form the presentation. In his anGJ,lysis of each stage of Christian 
religion, Troeltsch locates certain functional theological and so­
cial-religious "dogmas" (Troeltsch's own term) which consti­
tute the theoretical basis of operation. The most fundamental 
operative "dogmas" of Medieval Christendom are initially for­
mulated in the Ancient Church. The Ancient Church of course 
dogmatized the doctrines of the Trinity and Chalcedonian Chris­
tology; these two dogmas are so closely interconnected as to con­
stitute a single theological dogma. But there is also a functional 
religious-social dogma operating in the Ancient Church and it 
includes these components : apostolic succession and episcopacy, 
the authority of the Bible (Old and New Testaments) as sacred 
scripture, the notion that doctrine is to be standardized over 
against heresy, and the functioning of sacraments. 

These dogmas are the charter of a highly developed internal 
life within the Church. But in the period of the Ancient Church, 
the operation of religion and its ideas as an independent variable 
in the total social matrix is unproductive. There is little reno­
vating of social realities or producing of new forms of social life. 
The critical intellectual move is to take over from the Stoics the 
notion of natural law and to make of it a Christian doctrine of 
the dual " moral law of nature " : the absolute law of nature ex­
presses the absolute divine requirement for moral and social life; 
the relative law of nature expresses requirements adapted to the 
situation after the fall. This theory simply functions as an ex­
planatory account of the social realities of a Christianized Con­
stantinian empire but it is not productive of new social forms. 
Christian social teaching is largely an " ethic of the state " justi­
fying political authority in Christendom. 

In contrast to this, the Christian ethos in the medieval West is 
socially productive. The Medieval Church adds to the functional 
theological and religious social dogmas of the Ancient Church 
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three more : the dogma of papal primacy, the claim for superiority 
of the spiritual over the temporal authority, and the theory of the 
sacramental impartation of grace restricted to a pattern of seven 
sacraments, instituted by Christ as founder of the Church and 
ecclesiastically administered. This total repertoire of dogmas con­
stitutes the theoretical basis for a Catholic Christian unitary 
civilization with an ecclesiastical center of unity. 

The economic and social arrangements of the feudal system 
supply the original basis of the new civilization. But the emer­
gence of the medieval town, Troeltsch insists in line with the anal­
ysis of a number of his social historian contemporaries, is critical 
for the development of the synthesis of the High Middle Ages and 
the communitas of the town is the principal social model reflected 
in Thomas's social thought. Politically, Gregory VII's campaign 
for iustitia and libertas ecclesiae lays the groundwork for the inde­
pendence of the ecclesiastical center of unity. Overall, medieval 
civilization displays the complex interplay of three elements: the 
" theocratic ", the relatively autonomous secular sphere, and the 
ascetic. The whole is by no means entirely this-worldly in orien­
tation, but Troeltsch is at pains to rebut the claim fashionable in 
some circles that other-worldly asceticism is the single determin­
ing characteristic of Western Christendom. 

A. Thomas's Teaching: Formal Considerations and 
Material Content 

It is Thomas Aquinas who works out a theoretical statement 
of this unitary civilization with an ecclesiastical center of unity. 
Thus I turn to Troeltsch's description, analysis, and interpreta­
tion of Thomas Aquinas's theoretical statement of the Western 
cultural synthesis. Troeltsch's reading is a distinctive one which 
does not entirely conform to the conventional handbook presenta­
tions of his day or our own. In fact, his interpretation is deeply 
informed by his own systematic scheme and that has an impact 
even on the description and analysis. 

This is quite evident in the case of certain " formal " considera­
tions. The most significant of such formal considerations is what 
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Troeltsch terms the " mediating character" ( Vermittelung­
scharaktei·) of Thomas' s scheme. Not only a drive for synthesis 
and unification but also a concern for " mediation ", Troeltsch 
contends, is characteristic of high medieval theology and " eccle­
siastical philosophy " in general. Thomas' s system is a prime 
instance. 

To invoke the category of mediation is to invoke a category 
not immanent within Thomas's system and thus to move toward 
Troeltsch's own systematic and constructive preoccupations. 
Mediation implies a positive interconnection between Christian 
religion and society. The decisive indication of this " mediating 
character" of Thomas's scheme is the formal identification of the 
"law of Moses" and the "moral law of nature". 

Or to use a category not extensively employed in the concep­
tual apparatus of The Social Teaching but central to Troeltsch's 
own developing systematic and constructive interests: to indicate 
the "mediating character" of Thomas's system is to identify it as 
an instance of cultural " compromise ", a notion entirely com­
mendatory in Troeltsch's lexicon. 

Or to restate the matter in terms of H. Richard Niebuhr's 
theologically oriented appropriation of Troeltsch's interpretation 
of the Thomist system : this is a case of " Christ above culture " 
with the natural and supernatural elements ordered in an ascend­
ing hierarchical relation without severe tension or intense " para­
doxical " conflict between the elements. 

A second formal consideration in Troeltsch's interpretation of 
the Thornist system also shows the impact of Troeltsch's own de­
veloping systematic and constructive scheme: what Troeltsch calls 
the "domination" of Thomas's system by "theological ethics". 
According to Troeltsch, medieval Western civilization developed 
as a whole in practice and in theory under the influence of " theo­
logical ethics ". Thomas's system is a prime instance of such theo­
logical ethics. 

That means, to employ a category from Troeltsch's own 
scheme, that the system is under the domination of an " ideal 
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standard ". The full ideality of the standard is somewhat masked 
by Thomas's particular version of the moral law of nature. 
Thomas makes an adjustment in the theory inherited from the 
Ancient Church about an absolute law of nature which registers 
the absolute moral demand made upon mankind prior to the fall 
and a relative moral law of nature appropriate to conditions after 
the fall. (The specification of the absolute law of nature in the 
Ancient Church is also linked to the stringent moral demands 
put forward in the New Testament in the teaching of Jesus.) 
Thomas deemphasizes the absolute moral law of nature and is 
more inclined to speak of humankind's pre-fall condition in terms 
of a natural basis of life which he describes with a new array of 
conceptual tools. Moreover, according to Thomas, the New 
Testament " new law of love " simply supervenes on this natural 
basis as a new stage, though of course obedience to this new law 
of love requires the " miracle " of the divine infusion of grace. 

The Thomist scheme seems plausible to Thomas and his com­
panions because, in contrast to the situation of the Ancient 
Church, the social formation of the natural basis of life is more 
amenable to shaping by the interests of Christian religion. More­
over the medieval social structure is, in contrast to the modern, 
relatively undifferentiated. Such conditions contribute to the 
plausibility of the Thomist interpretation, for instance, of eco­
nomic life and the theory of the " just price ". And precisely be­
cause, in contrast again to the modern situation, there is no strong 
sense of the intractability of economic and social life to the de­
mands of an " ideal standard " there is also no sense of a need for 
radical transformation of the socially formed basis of natural life. 

The ideality of the system is also registered in Thomas's call 
for "perfection" in one's state of life whatever it may be; and 
the ascetic dimension is employed to produce throughout the sys­
tem a " source of awakening " to spiritual aspiration. 

Troeltsch's invoking here of the notion of "ideal standard" 
can be seen retrospectively to signal a concept that is most fully 
worked out in Der Historismus and Christian Thought: Its His-
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tory and Application,5 although the issues have been on his mind 
since as early as the "Grundprobleme der Ethik." 6 In Der His­
torisnius, Troeltsch, operating internal to his own scheme, talks 
of an " ideal standard " in the ethical sphere and its relation to a 
contemporary cultural ideal in the formation of a new contem­
porary cultural synthesis. In Christian: Thought: Its History and 
Application, he talks of a formal ethics of conscience and convic­
tion characterized by universal formal validity and its relation to 
a material ethics of cultural values. But that is to leap ahead. 
For the present one may note that Troeltsch's interpretation of 
Thomas's scheme characterizes it as dominated by "theological 
ethics" and an " ideal standard". 

Now I turn from Troeltsch's presentation of the "formal" 
features of Thomas's system to Troeltsch's description, analysis 
and interpretation of the material content. As I read it, Tro­
eltsch' s account of the content features two interconnected con­
stellations of themes: the Pauline-patriarchal and the naturalistic. 
(My description differs somewhat from the way Troeltsch him­
self organizes matters.) These two constellations are conjoined 
with a theory of a hierarchically ordered series of various types 
of Christian life from the relatively autonomous sphere of lay life 
up to the ecclesiastical estate and including ascetic monastic exist­
ence. From one perspective this involves a theory of ethical 
ascent which is also a theory of development from the sphere of 
nature to the sphere of grace; looking at it from another angle one 
discerns simply an "architectonic juxtaposition" of spheres re­
quiring the " miracle of grace " for movement from one sphere to 
the next. 

According to Troeltsch, Thomas develops in his own distinc­
tive way the Pauline-patriarchal element in the received Christian 
tradition. In so doing, he takes over both resources and dilemmas 

5 Ernst Troeltsch, Christian Thought: Its History and Application, ed. with 
an "Introduction" by Baron Friedrich Von Huegel (New York: Meridian 
Books, 1957). 

6 Ernst Troeltsch, "Grundprobleme der Ethik ", Gesanimelte Schriften, Band 
2 ( Scientia V edag, 1962) 552-672. 
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present from the earliest period of the development of Christian 
religion. In the canonical Pauline materials, one finds a univer­
salistic motif stated in terms of the universal salvific will of God. 
But this universalistic teaching is qualified by the particularity of 
a doctrine of election, grounded in the ultimate irrationality of the 
divine will, according to which only a segment of humankind is 
among the elect. Moreover, the social model which is controlling 
in Pauline scripture is the patriarchally ruled family. (Nowa­
days one would speak not only of epistles attributed to Paul but 
of the "deutero-Pauline" literature and the use made there of 
the list of " household duties " common in Hellenistic culture.) 
This Pauline-patriarchal constellation gives Christian social 
theory a conception of authority and legitimacy which is "tradi­
tionalist", to use a term Troeltsch borrows from Weber. 

But this patriarchalism is also a patriarchalism of love and so 
it continues to be in its Augustinian and ultimately Thomist ver­
sion. So perhaps one might expect Troeltsch to call the Pauline­
patriarchal constellation in Thomas's system Augustinian. But 
curiously Augustine plays a surprisingly minor role in The So­
cial Teaching as a whole and in Troeltsch's description of 
Thomas's scheme. (Troeltsch did publish during the same period 
a supplementary study of " Augustine, Christian Antiquity and 
the Middle Ages".) 

In indicating that Thomas's is a patriarchalism of love, Tro­
eltsch does show Thomas's use of Augustine's theory of human 
love of God and the other modes of human love. Human love of 
God is the highest, entirely simple, absolute moral end of human 
life. Such human love of God requires self-denial, self-sanctifica­
tion and contemplation. Human love of God is linked to love of 
neighbor through the active relating of all to God, the common 
binding together of all in God and mutual self-sacrifice in God. 
This is linked with a love of self in God which does not love the 
" natural " self but the self united to God. Moreover brotherly 
love in God loves not the " natural " fellowman but rather the 
brother in God. 7 

7 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 263, 264; Die Soziallehren, 264, 265. 
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In specifying Thomas's patriarchalism, Troeltsch notes that ac­
cording to Thomas the absolute law of nature prevailed in the 
primitive state. Even there-if this state had continued-a cer­
tain " natural " inequality of humankind would in fact have 
emerged, introducing a variety of conditions of authority and sub­
ordination. But these relations would have been relations of 
voluntary service, without authority being legally prescribed. 
Patriarchal male domination as it is experienced in the family 
after the fall would not have controlled the family. It is with 
these presuppositions that Thomas works out his patriarchalism 
of love, taking into account the " natural " basis of life and the 
new law of the Gospel. 

Alongside the Pauline-patriarchical constellation in Thomas's 
theological ethics is what I choose to call the " ethical natural­
istic" constellation. Troeltsch himself also speaks of ethical 
naturalistic elements. But I inject my own interpretation into 
my account of Troeltsch's description of Thomas's scheme by re­
jecting Troeltsch's frequent practice of calling the two constella­
tions Pauline-patriarchal and " organic ". I will subsequently 
show why. 

According to Troeltsch, Thomas's interest in the "natural 
basis of life " is generated by the requirements of his system to 
provide a fresh account of the relation of nature and supernature. 
Nature and supernature are implicitly ethical as well as theological 
categories and their new articulation and employment is in fact a 
substitution for the dominant attention given in earlier schemes to 
the absolute and the relative law of nature. One of the ways 
Thomas fills out the ethical aspect of the ethical-theological cate­
gory of nature is by using the conceptual repertoire of Aristotle's 
" ethical naturalism ". 

Indeed Troeltsch notes that Thomas worked out his social 
theories not only in what he calls a " purely ideological-moral " 
( ideologisch-moral) fashion out of the requirements of " ethics " 
(Ethik) but also in a "purely literary-scholarly" (literarisch­
gelehrt) way through exegesis of texts of Aristotle.8 But be-

8 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 383; Die Soziallehren, 183. 
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fore turning directly to Thomas's literary-scholarly appropriation 
of Aristotle and to the constellation of ethical naturalistic themes 
a brief detour is in order. This involves a look at Troeltsch's in­
terpretation of the category of the "organic" in Thomas's sys­
tem. The notion of the organic plays a decisive role in Thomas's 
theories of the whole range of the various spheres of social life. 
But the organic, as Troeltsch actually interprets Thomas, is in 
some cases a sub-set in the Pauline-patriarchal constellation; it is 
not exclusively assimilable to, though an ingredient in, the ethical 
naturalistic constellation. 

The canonical Pauline scriptures (Romans 12, I Corinthians 
12) which Thomas frequently invokes as authority contain the 
notion of a social body articuiated in many members each hav­
ing different functions. This notion permits Thomas to account 
for differentiation and inequality of rank in both ecclesiastical life 
and the various areas of social life. 

Indeed, according to Troeltsch, this kind of organic notion in­
forms a Thomist conception of a " cosmos of callings ", interre­
lated and complementary tasks in the sphere of work. Roland 
Bainton has quite properly pointed out in this connection that 
Troeltsch overreads if not misreads Thomas on the matter of 
" secular occupations " as " religious callings ". Karl Holl had 
it straight that uniformly in medieval social theory the only oc­
cupation which strictly speaking is regarded as a " religious voca­
tion " is the monastic life. 9 

Once one is clear about the multifunctional role of the organic 
in Thomas's scheme, it is possible to describe and interpret ac­
curately the ethical naturalistic constellation. Aristotle provides 
resources for conceiving of the social whole, the unitary Christian 
civilization Thomas wishes to describe and commend. But such 
resources are inadequate for describing the individual members 
who constitute the whole. The distinctive individual Christian 
religious " personality " whom Thomas recognizes cannot be 
captured by an Aristotelian account of the social whole. 

9 Roland Bainton, "Ernst Troeltsch-Thirty Years Later,'' Theology Today 
VIII (1951) : 70-96. 
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Thomas's adoption of Aristotle's ethical naturalism gives the 
whole scheme, according to Troeltsch, an "aristocratic bias". 
Moreover, ingredient in Aristotle's theories is a hard naturalistic 
sanction for the distinction between freemen and slaves. Such a 
naturalistically grounded distinction makes the bifurcations in­
troduced into humankind the doctrine of election and the no­
tion of patriarchal authority look benign by comparison. Under 
the impact of Aristotle, Thomas tends to view slavery as part of 
the natural development of humankind and not exclusively as the 
result of and penalty for the fall (as in the Augustinian and 
general Patristic view). 

The new Thomist Aristotelianism adds to the metaphysical 
ethic of reason the claim that all the laws of reason involve the 
gradual realization of the dominating aims of reason in each 
particular sphere of reality. It is perhaps worth observing that 
Troeltsch, in his description of Thomas's ethical and social 
theory, makes only passing reference to the notion of virtue as 
the perfection of human powers. A very conspicuous omission. 

All in all, Troeltsch tends to downplay Aristotle's import for 
Thomas's teaching and he exhibits a special animus toward Aris­
totle's naturalistic sanctioning of the distinction between freemen 
and slaves. In my judgment this downplaying occurs, even if 
Troeltsch never explicitly acknowledges the fact, in the interests 
of locating and stressing commendatory aspects of Thomas's so­
cial ethic. 

B. N eo-Thomist Teaching: Negative and Positive Appraisal 

Interwoven with Troeltsch's exposition of Thomas's "theo­
logical ethics" in The Social Teaching is a commentary on late 
nineteenth century neo-Thomist social thought. The exposition 
and judgments are based on a rather thorough and sympathetic 
acquaintance with the German and to some extent the French 
literature as well as the social encyclicals of Leo XIII. Troeltsch 
recommends study of the work of the neo-Thomists as an aid in 
grasping the rationale of classic Thomism because the neo­
Thomists have collected and systematically arranged the scattered 
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materials of the Thomist corpus. The neo-Thomist presentation 
brings out Thomas's inner meaning in sharp contrast to the 
modern spirit and, incidentally, in their fight against modern 
social doctrine the neo-Thomists make plain the vast historical 
significance of Thomism.10 

Without doubt, Troeltsch' s appraisal of neo-Thomist social 
thought is ambivalent. Thus I will set out first the hardly unex­
pected negative estimates, but I will then proceed to the much 
more consequential commendatory judgments. 

The objections run along these lines. The modern neo-Thomist 
social ideal implies a return to the social ideal of an epoch ir­
recoverably gone. The social ideal of neo-Thomism is that of a 
natural-supernatural harmony in society which assertedly ob­
tained in the Middle Ages. Such a theory refuses in principle to 
accept the idea of the " independent movement " and develop­
ment of modern society with its own dynamisms. 11 Or to put it 
in more Marxian terms, as Troeltsch does at one point, neo­
Thomism asserts " the divinely appointed harmony between the 
natural basis of life and the Christian and ecclesiastical super­
structure as it was approximately realized in the period of the 
Middle Ages manifesting therein the great law of the divine gov­
ernance of the world." 12 Moreover, the specifications of the moral 
law of nature in neo-Thomist theory tend to absolutize contingent 
social arrangements and declare such arrangements to be a direct 
transcription of the divine requirement for human social life. 
Further, neo-Thomist social theory has a heavy investment in 
metaphysical-ethical premises which constitute the foundation of 
the other aspects of the Thomist " ethics of civilization ".13 

These commitments are incompatible with modern historical ways 
of thinking and with modern social scientific theories of the de­
velopment and functioning of social institutions. 

Like its classic predecessor, neo-Thomist social theory assumes 

10 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 409; Die So.3iallehren, 124. 
11 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 425; Die Soziallehren, 327. 
12 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 304; Die Soziallehren, 326. 
1 3 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 408; Die Soziallehren, 285. Troeltsch, 

The Social Teaching, 420; Die Soziallehren, 313, 314. 
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the supervisory activity of the Church's teaching authority, pro­
mulgating the social ideal and holding together in a totality its 
complex and diverse elements. The status of such religiously 
sanctioned authority in the modern world is highly problematic.14 

Moreover, a neo-Thomist social theory tends to turn to the agra­
rian world for social models and seeks to restore some of the old 
corporations and associations. This links up with the neo­
Thomist critique of nineteenth century political and economic 
liberalism in the thought of Leo XIII and it accounts for the 
"corporatist" tendencies in Leo's teaching.15 Behind this is a 
very complex interplay of social base and ideological superstruc­
ture. Original Thomist theory is modelled not on the countryside 
but on the medieval town and its communitas. But the medieval 
town has developed into the modern industrial city. In this situa­
tion, the neo-Thomist instinct is to look to the agrarian world 
for social models. What both classic Thomist and neo-Thomist 
thought are driving for is a communitarian spirit. Further, the 
neo-Thomist social ideal proposes a return to an unpolitical so­
ciety basically structured in terms of "estates" (Troeltsch's 
phrase is unpolitsche-staendische). The state is to devote itself 
to " utilitarian tasks " under the guidance of the Catholic social 
ideal. This theory is innocent of or chooses to downplay the 
" class conflict" of modern society.16 

All these considerations lead Troeltsch to powerful suspicions 
about whether Catholic thought and life can ever be effectively 
" modernized ". And if indeed Catholic Modernists like George 
Tyrell with his stunning and admirable critique of " medieval­
ism " prevail, will that Catholicism still be Roman Catholicism? 
Troeltsch gives voice to these suspicions by endorsing Loisy's 
reply in Quelques Lettres ( 1908) to the magisterial repudiation 
in Pascendi of Roman Catholic Modernism. The issues, Troeltsch 
indicates, are not only in the area of the reception of the historical 
consciousness and the reconstruction of the form and content of 

14 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 293; Die Soziallehreii, 310, 311. 
15 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 320; Die Soziallehren, 347. 
1 s Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 310; Die Soziallehren, 334. 
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dogma but also in the question of whether a modern " social 
modernism " can ever be constructively correlated with papal au­
thority. Granted that classic Thomism has a democratic egali­
tarian element, can contemporary neo-Thomists ever apply that to 
the internal functioning of the Church ? 

So runs the catalogue of objections. I turn now to the com­
mendatory aspects of Troeltsch's appraisal. Catholicism's ethic 
and social philosophy has been since the formation of the Thomist 
synthesis resilient and adaptable; indeed Thomism in its own 
time was a distinctive novelty.17 Such adaptation has occurred in 
the modern epoch. In contrast to the Catholicism of the Gre­
gorian or medieval period, Modern Catholicism has renounced 
all claims to temporal authority and has become a " purely spiri­
tual cultural principle of progress." 18 The use of this striking 
phrase is backed by citing Albert Erhard's Der Katholizismus 
und das zwangzigste J ahrhundert im Lichte der kirchlichen En­
twicklung der N euzeit. Here Troeltsch alludes to a group of 
German Roman Catholic advocates of what is technically styled 
Ref ormkatholizismus who were arguing that Catholicism is a 
" spiritual cultural principle of progress ". The Reformkatholizi­
mus movement was in fact always at pains to differentiate itself 
from the French, English and Italian versions of Catholic 
Modernism and managed to escape falling under the ban of 
Pascendi. Present-day historiography would classify it as a spe­
cies of Catholic Modernism and it certainly was not primarily of 
a neo-Thomist cast. But Troeltsch is willing to extend the phrase 
" purely spiritual cultural principle of progress " even to the 
characterization of the basic attitude of the neo-Thomist move­
ment and the teaching of Leo XIII. 

Such Catholicism does still assert " spiritual supremacy over the 
world". Thus, although canon law has been greatly spiritualized, 
" material methods " are not completely renounced at least in 
questions of education and in matters which affect the status and 

17 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 278, 279, 420; Die Soziallehren, 283-285, 
314. 

18 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 390; Die Soziallehren, 218. 
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functioning of the church within the state. Here a fundamental 
religious-social dogma is at stake : the autonomy of religion and 
thus a certain " sovereignty " for the Church and social suprem­
acy of Church and priesthood. This basic demand of " Catholic 
supremacy " is in play even when the new arrangements involve 
influence over state authority through " Catholic " democracy. 

Even American Catholicism, Troeltsch comments, which seems 
to be so completely severed from the medieval system, still seeks 
to gain control in municipal affairs in order that at least in the 
education of the population it may have the state as ally. Tro­
eltsch here makes a sophisticated allusion to the study of " Ameri­
canism" by the French Catholic Modernist Abbe Albert Houtin, 
L, Americanisnie. " Americanism" was of course condemned by 
the Roman magisterium as an erroneous view advocating lay con­
trol over Church property and thus over Church affairs. It is 
sometimes further claimed that " Americanism " was an invention 
of papal advisors who were in fact targeting not American ar­
rangements but tendencies in French Modernism. However the 
latest historiography indicates that the issue is more complicated 
than that. 

At the heart of Troeltsch's commendatory judgments is an 
admiration for the ideal of universal humanity ingredient in the 
Church's claim to be a religion based on "universal truths and 
principles ". This claim is backed up in Ancient, Medieval and 
Modern Catholicism by the claim to the autonomous function of 
religion, however much such a further claim may get entangled in 
notions of the sovereignty of the spiritual over the temporal. As 
his allusion in this context to his own early essay on " Religion 
und Kirche " shows, Troeltsch is quite aware that modern Ger­
man Lutheranism, by contrast, is often under the improper 
domination of the state. 

N eo-Thomist social theory, Troeltsch insists, does not " capitu­
late to the natural basis of life." 19 In fact-and here neo-Thornism 
differs from classic Thomism-neo-Thomism takes seriously in 
hand the task of Christian social reform. Unlike the Calvinist 

19 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 304; Die Soziallehren, 326. 
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ethos, the Catholic ethos is not productive of entirely novel 
modern forms of social lif.e but it is far more socially activist than 
Lutheranism. 20 In fact, the critique of modern liberal capitalism on 
behalf of what one might call communitarian values (Troeltsch 
calls it a " communistic " element) brings the social teaching of 
Leo XIII close to the Socialists. 21 Neo-Thomist social thought 
grasps the fact that the dynamisms of the modern capitalist so­
cial structure and ethos produce " new servitudes, monopolies and 
bureaucratic regulations " and that " Liberal individualism " and 
its ethos may turn out to be " an interim period between two 
periods of oppression." 22 Leo XIII and his advisors anticipate 
Weber's "iron cage"! 

II. Troeltsch on a New Cultural Synthesis 

Before asking how the classic and neo-Thomist cultural syn­
theses provide Troeltsch with a formal model and source of con­
tent, I offer my own reading of Troeltsch's concept of a contem­
porary cultural synthesis.23 I draw primarily from Der Historis­
mus, Chapter 4 (the principal preliminary adumbration of the 
" material philosophy of history " which was to have been fully 
laid out in the never completed Volume II of Der Historismus) 
and Chapter 2 (a key chapter in the " formal logic " of the philos­
ophy of history dealing with " the standard of judgment in his­
torical matters and its relations to a contemporary cultural 
ideal"). I also take into account the posthumously published 
Christian Thought: Its History and Application. 

In the case of all those intellectual movements and thinkers 
passed in review in Der Historismus (especially Romantic posi­
tive-historical interpretation, German historical realism, Von 

20 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 310; Die Soziallehren, 334. 
21 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 419; Die Soziallehren, 367. 
22 Troeltsch, The Social Teaching, 310; Die Soziallehren, 334. 
23 I have been instructed at every point in this connection by the deeply 

erudite and conceptually rigorous analysis by Toshimasa Yasukata, Ernst 
Troeltsch: Systematic Theologian of Radical Historicality (Atlanta: Scholars 
Press, 1986). This book is an important addition to the Troeltsch bibliography 
and I believe I agree with him on all substantial matters where he declares 
himself in interpretation of Der Historismus. 
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Ranke, Weber, Marx, Nietzsche, and the sociological positivism 
of both the French school of Comte and the evolutionary positiv­
ism of the English school), Troeltsch is doubly testing them out. 
The first criterion is the capacity to provide a source of formal 
cohesion for a new cultural synthesis. (A revised Christian be­
lief pattern is always near at hand as a candidate recommended 
for this task.) The second criterion is one of content : the ca­
pacity to provide the ideal of a universal humankind, what I call 
a universal horizon for all particular historical instantiations of 
social life. 

Troeltsch is appalled by the contraction of interest, the narrow­
ing of scope, the partisanship of the proposals put forward by his 
contemporaries. That indictment applies to Max Weber's focus 
on bleak efficient rationality and the national economy, to the 
aristocratic bias of Nietzsche and his ascetic superman, to the 
dialectical materialist totalistic utopianism of Marxism, and to the 
exhausted cultural pessimism of Spengler. 

Troeltsch advocates an ideal standard which will energize so­
cial life and reconstruction and he wants that ideal to have a uni­
versal horizon. Here, despite the heavy polemicizing in Der His­
torisnius against Marburg neo-Kantianism, Troeltsch has some­
thing in common with the Judaic philosopher Hermann Cohen.24 

Both commend the universal horizon of a prophetic ethical mono­
theism as a proper framing for human moral and social life. Such 
a belief gives huniankind a proper sense of finitude, a set of limits. 
Indeed there is so much of the critical and historicist neo-Kantian 
in Troeltsch that he will not project an ideal standard with the 
pretentious certainty of a Hegel or a Marx. 

With this in view, one can deal with the notorious issue of 
Europeanism. Such Europeanism is not Eurocentric cultural 
chauvinism. It is a modest proposal to reconstruct the particular 
society and culture of the vVest, including emphatically North 
America and Russia, always keeping in view a universal moral 

24 Wendell S. Dietrich, Cohen and Troeltsch: Ethical Monotheistic Religion 
and Theory of Culture, Brown Judaic Studies 120 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1986). 
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standard and the ideal of universal mankind. That is what Tro­
eltsch has in mind in his cryptic and difficult notion of a " uni­
versal history of Europeanism ". As a thought experiment he can 
also envisage a " universal history " of Islamic culture and so­
ciety. And Y asukata quite properly raises the possibilities of 
other such universally oriented projects emerging out of Asian 
religious and cultural traditions, though Troeltsch does insist that 
Western culture as such is completely deorientalized. 

Troeltsch issues a call to responsible risk-taking and even 
sketches a metaphysic to support the enterprise. He offers a 
monadology in the ethical historicist mode. From Leibniz's 
monadology comes a sense of the particularity and isolation of 
each monad, the monads now being social-cultural units. From 
the Platonism of a Malebranche comes a sense of the participation 
of each monad in the Absolute One beyond the many. From 
Ranke comes a sense that each social-cultural unit represents a 
dimension of the reality of the Eternal One. 

III. C onclusionJ 

I turn finally to the thesis of this essay: the Thomist cultural 
synthesis, in its classic and neo-Thomist versions, provides a 
formal model and a source of content for Troeltsch's contem­
porary Western cultural synthesis. The classic and neo-Thomist 
schemes provide a formal model insofar as both classic and neo­
Thomist schemes and Troeltsch's proposal exhibit a "mediating 
character". Troeltsch's new cultural synthesis will include a 
properly chastened Christian religion as a source of formal co­
hesion and the source of some content. This is a new " com­
promise " between Christian religion and social reality, a com­
promise of the same type exhibited in the Thomist synthesis. 

But in the modern West with its secularity and its high degree 
of social institutional differentiation, Christian religion and even 
more so Christian religious communities and institutions can 
properly be only one ingredient among a plurality of components 
in a contemporary cultural synthesis. The new synthesis cannot 
be and ought not to be simply dominated by theological ethics 
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just as social structures cannot be and ought not to be dominated 
by an ecclesiastical center of unity or the exercise of the " uni­
versal " teaching office. 

Such a new synthesis will look to the methods and procedures 
of the modern social sciences for a description of the " natural 
basis of life " and for procedures for controlling and transforming 
that basis. 25 Here, Troeltsch implies, even neo-Thomism is too 
wedded to working out implications from metaphysical-theologi­
cal premises. But classic Thomism and neo-Thomism rightly 
grasp that religious movements and ideas are and ought to be an 
independent variable in the total social and cultural matrix. 

With respect to a source of content for a new cultural synthesis, 
ecclesiastical Christianity in its Ancient and Western medieval 
versions contributes the ideal of a universal humanity.26 And 
modern Catholicism in the neo-Thomist style adduces that ideal 
not statically as a timeless truth but in connection with taking 
energetically in hand the task of social reform and transforming 
the natural basis of social life. Troeltsch's own program is by no 
means at odds with such views. 

Furthermore, neo-Thomism advocates the notion of natural 
law as a " moral law of nature " against a theistic backdrop. This 
differs from the natural right theory of Anglo-Saxon constitu­
tionalism and from the formalistic modern French appeal to the 
ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity. Of course Troeltsch, the 
Weimar Republic citizen who reexamines the "ideas of natural 
law and humanity in world politics," has to stretch considerably 
to sympathize with any notion of natural law, Roman Catholic, 
Anglo-Saxon or French revolutionary. But he is morally com­
pelled to do so despite his longstanding devotion to that allegedly 
more profound and less febrile idealistic-Romantic nineteenth 

25 In connection with this point, see Ernst Troeltsch, " Das stoisch-christliche 
Naturrecht und das moderne profane Naturrecht," Gesammelte Schriften, 
Band 4 (Tuebingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck]), 166-193. 

20 Ernst Troeltsch, "The Ideas of Natural Law and Humanity in World 
Politics" in Otto Gierke, Natural Law and Theory of Society: 1500-1800, 
trans. with an "Introduction" by Ernest Barker (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1957)' 201-222. 
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century "German idea of freedom" with its idealistic-Romantic 
metaphysical backdrop. 

The Troeltsch of the new contemporary Western cultural syn­
thesis is intent on abandoning all provincialisms. In that spirit 
he reexamines the Roman Catholic notion of a natural law which 
has a universal horizon. Opening out to a universal horizon, 
modestly and unpretentiously but with robust confidence, is what 
Troeltsch's final project is all about. 
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I PROPOSE TO explore the idea that persons do not exist 
as replaceable specimens of or as mere instances of an ideal 
or type, but rather exist in some sense for their own sakes, 

each existing as incommunicably his or her own.1 I undertake 
this study in the conviction that the incommunicability of persons 
is profoundly characteristic for them precisely as persons, and has 
a major role to play in any philosophy of the person. And there 
is an entirely different reason which attracts me to this subject. 
I think that most of what I have to say here can find acceptance 
across a broad spectrum of philosophical positions. At a time 
when thinkers are increasingly suspicious of universally valid 
truth about man, when many of them think that a vision of man 
is proper only to some tradition and valid only within that tradi­
tion and not beyond it, one can offer a salutary challenge to one's 
contemporaries by showing a centrally important truth about 
persons which, as I say, can be accepted by philosophers coming 
from the most various points of view. 

Suppose that you were to minimalize the death of someone by 
saying that at least the human species did not die with him or 
her, as if the immortality of the species more than compensated 
for the mortality of this individual : everyone understands that 
you would thereby radically depersonalize the deceased. Or sup­
pose that you were grieving over the death of someone dear to 
you, and a friend tried to comfort you with the thought that the 

1 My thanks to Josef Seifert, William Frank, Damian Fedoryka, and Katryna 
Fedoryka for their comments on earlier drafts of this study. The text of 
this article forms Chapter Two of my book, Essay on Personal Self hood, which 
is close to completion. 
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particular excellences of the deceased, which awakened your love, 
also exist in other human beings who are still living, as if you 
could continue to love in them what you had loved in the de­
ceased. Again, everyone understands that if you treat people hav­
ing excellences as if they were replaceable specimens of those ex­
cellences, then you lose your grip on them as persons. But why 
is this ? Why is personhood driven out of human beings as soon 
as their species-membership, or their particular excellences, are 
thought to predominate in them? What is that incommunicability 
of each person which is obscured as soon as persons are thought 
to be only specimens? 

One commonly thinks that this aspect of personal selfhood has 
been recognized only in modern thought; in fact it was recognized 
already by St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Creatura autem rationalis divinae providentiae substat sicut secundum 
se gubernata et provisa, non solum propter speciem, ut aliae cor­
ruptibiles creaturae : quia individuum quod gubernatur solum propter 
speciem, non gubernatur propter seipsum; creatura autem rationalis 
propter seipsam gubernatur, ut ex dictis manifestum est. Sic igitur 
solae rationales creaturae directionem a Deo ad suos actus accipiunt 
non solum propter speciem, sed secundum individuum.2 

Notice that Aquinas teaches here the metaphysical ultimacy of 
personal incommunicability; it exists even before God in the sense 

2 " Now, a rational creature exists under divine providence as a being gov­
erned and provided for in himself, and not simply for the sake of his species, 
as is the case with other corruptible creatures. For the individual that is 
governed only for the sake of the species is not governed for its own sake, 
but the rational creature is governed for his own sake, as is clear from what 
we have said (ch. 112). And so, only rational creatures receive direction from 
God in their acts, not only for the species, but for the individual." Summa Con­
tra Gentiles, III, ch. 113 (Bourke translation). By the way, Chapters 111-114 
of Book III seem to me to constitute the most " personalist " passage' in the 
entire corpus of St. Thomas. The modern reader sees to his amazement that 
St. Thomas here has already made his own the Kantian idea that each person 
in a sense exists for his own sake (is an end in himself), as well as the Kier­
kegaardian idea that each individual person exists in a sense "above " the 
human species. On the other hand, one has to admit that these personalist 
insights do not yet occupy the place of prominence in the philosophical anthro­
pology of St. Thomas which they deserve. It is as if he glimpses in these 
chapters a new world whose time had not yet come. 
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that it determines Him (so to speak) to a different kind 0£ 
providence than He exercises towards non-persons. It is not 
primarily the human species which appears before God, as if 
human persons appeared before Him only insofar as they belong 
to the species, but individual persons appear before Him in their 
own right, as individuals who are more than species-members. 
But how are we to understand this fact that human persons both 
belong to and at the same time exceed the human species? 

The terms which we will be using in our study, unrepeatability 
as well as incommunicability, express something relational and 
negative, at least at their most literal level; they set a given per­
son in relation to other persons, and affirm that this person is 
not able to be repeated in some sense or other by the other per­
sons, or does not share his being with them in some sense or 
other. What we are of course above all interested in, however, is 
that entirely positive core of persons in virtue of which they are 
unrepeatable and incommunicable. But these terms, since they are 
not confined to their most literal meaning, quite naturally serve 
to express both this positive core of a person as well as the re­
sulting negative relation of a person to other persons. It is, by 
the way, not at all unusual to find a negative form in a concept 
through which we also aim at something ·entirely positive, as 
when we express the concrete being and the inner unity of a thing 
by speaking of the in-dividuality of the thing, or as when a theo­
logian speaks of the divine fullness and plenitude as the in-finity 
of God; and in the same way the im-mortality of the soul ex­
presses a fullness of life in the soul and thereby something en­
tirely positive. 

1. The distinction between communicable and 
incommunicable in general 

We have first to discuss the distinction between what is com­
municable and what is inJcommunicable in a being. Given the in­
troductory character of this section, we will not be able to argue 
adequately for all of the general metaphysical positions which we 
will take. 
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Let us start from the classic example of the human nature of 
Socrates. If we say that the human nature of Socrates is com­
municable, we mean that Socrates does not possess human nature 
as radically his own, absorbing it into his own being, but rather 
has it in such a way as to leave room-a metaphysical room-for 
other human beings. He does not monopolize human nature, but 
he has it in such a way as to be able to have it in common with 
others, and thus to be able to be one among many possible human 
beings. On the other hand, there is something incommunicable 
in Socrates; he has something which exists only in him and pre­
cisely not in any other. His being Socrates is radically his own; 
it is monopolized by him; Socrates has it in such a way as to ex­
clude the possibility of other Socrates's. 

But it is much more difficult than it seems at first to draw this 
distinction with precision, and especially to capture that which is 
communicable in a being. For there is clearly some sense in 
which each human being has his or her own human nature, so 
that the humanity of Socrates is not the humanity of Plato. In 
fact there seems to be nothing at all in the being of Socrates 
which is literally held in common with other human beings; 
everything which belongs to his real being, and hence also his 
humanity (and not just his being Socrates), is incommunicably 
his own. Even his accidental features, such as his hair color, seem 
to be incommunicably his own. Sometimes one speaks as if it were 
only a being's act of existence which were incommunicably the 
being's own and as if all of the being's essence were something 
general or universal and so shared or held in common with others 
of the same essence. But this will not do, for the humanity of 
Socrates belongs to his essence, and yet it is, as we say, in some 
sense incommunicably his own and not to be confounded with the 
humanity of Plato. Furthermore, it seems impossible for some­
thing general or universal to enter into a real being so as to form 
a constituent of it; a real being can only be through and through 
real in all of its properties and accidents. What remains, then, 
of the communicability of Socrates' humanity? How can we 
avoid saying that everything in Socrates is incommunicable and 
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nothing is communicable? How do we explain the way in which 
he has humanity in common with other human beings, so that 
we can speak of their " common humanity " ? 

It is all-important for us to distinguish the concrete humanity 
of Socrates or of Plato from the general idea of huinanity. 3 The 
former is indeed incommunicably Socrates' or Plato's own, but 
the latter introduces us to the common humanity of them which 
we are looking for. For the general idea of humanity is identical­
ly the same for Socrates and for Plato, and in fact it is literally 
common to them. Of course, it does not enter into the real being 
of either of them so as to constitute a real part of their being; 
as we just remarked, no real being can possibly have general con­
stituents of itself. It seems that we have to say that the being of 
each human being is " formed according to " the general idea 
of humanity, and so " participates " in it, to speak Platonically. 
The communicability of humanity, then, would lie primarily in 
the general idea; humanity does not coincide with anyone's con­
crete humanity but in some sense transcends all human beings so 
as to be able to be common to them all. 4 The communicability of 
humanity would, however, in a secondary sense, lie also in the 
concrete humanity of Socrates and in the concrete humanity of 

3 In his important monograph, "Essence and Existence," Aletheia, I (1977 I 
78), 17-157 and 371-459, Josef Seifert makes this distinction between con­
crete and general essence with a greater sharpness and precision than most 
previous attempts at the distinction (see especially 37-114). He is thereby 
enabled to explain the impossibility of something general or universal enter­
ing into a real being as a constituent of it, and also to explain in a new way 
the "participation" of real beings in general essences. He comes to a posi­
tion on essence and existence which combines in the most original way Platonic 
and Aristotelian elements. 

4 I see from the learned studies of Jorge Gracia that my use of communicable 
and incommunicable coincides with the main meaning of the medieval com­
municabile and incommzmicabi!e. See, for example, his Introduction to the 
Problem of Individuation in the Early Middle Ages (Munich, 1984), 24-25, 
or his Individuality: an Essay on the Foundations of ilfetaphysics (Albany, 
1988), 45-46. By the way, of the six fundamental issues regarding individuality 
(or incommuncability) which Gracia so helpfuily distinguishes, our discussion 
in this section seems to be dealing primarily with the central issue of the in­
tensio!l of incommunicability, and to some extent with the extension of it. 
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Plato, namely insofar as neither Socrates nor Plato has human­
ity as incommunicably his own but only participates in it, leav­
ing room for the participation of possible others. In other words, 
that which results in a being through its participating in some 
universal or some communicable idea, that limiting of and reduc­
ing of its incommunicable selfhood, can be called a kind of con­
crete communicability. 5 In fact, we will usually be speaking of 
communicable being in this more concrete sense. 

It follows that the humanity of Socrates is communicable in 
one respect, and incommunicable in another. It is communicable 
in the secondary sense just explained, but it is incommunicable 
insofar as it is Socrates' own and is therefore to be distinguished 
from Plato's humanity. 

Now it seems that the talk of incommunicability is particular­
ly expressive with reference to persons. And yet one cannot help 
noticing that every real being is unrepeatable and incommunic­
able, and not just persons. We say of the person, persona est sui 
iuris et alteri incommunicabilis (freely rendered: a person is a 
being which belongs to itself and does not share its being with 
another), and yet the principle of identity seems to say much the 
same thing of every real being: "every being is itself and is not 
another." It follows that every being has a certain selfhood in 
virtue of which it is incommunicably itself. Let one being be as 
much as possible a copy of another : it cannot be in every respect 
a copy of it. It must have something incommunicably its own, 
otherwise we have only the original being and not a second being 
which is the copy of it. If a being were through and through 
communicable, having nothing incommunicable in itself, having 
nothing of its own, then it would not even amount to a " being " 
but would resolve itself into a general idea. When, then, one in­
sists on the incommunicability of human persons, meaning to say 
thereby something which is strongly expressive precisely of them 

5 Strictly speaking one should speak of the " participability " of concrete 
beings ; this is what corresponds in them to the communicability of the ideas 
in which they participate. If we speak of a concrete communicability in them, 
then we are speaking in a derived sense like the derived sense of "healthy " 
when a climate is called healthy. 
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as persons, one can only be claiming to find a particular fullness 
of self-identity and of incommunicable being in the person; one 
can only be claiming that the incommunicable selfhood which is 
proper to every being is raised, in personal being, to a higher 
power. But how are we to understand this higher power, this 
particular fullness of incommunicable being? 

2. The distinction between communicable and 
incommunicable with respect to the human person 

We shall now try to distinguish different ways in which a be­
ing can be incommunicably itself. 6 In particular we want to iden­
tify the supreme incommunicability which is conceivable, and to 
contrast it with the poorest possible incommunicability, and of 
course to situate human persons with respect to these two ex­
tremes. We speak first of supreme incommunicability. 

The very fact that a being has communicable attributes at all 
shows a certain limitation in the incommunicability of its being. 
The very fact that a being has something in common with other 
beings weakens or blurs the contrast between that being and the 
other beings; it weakens the force with which it " is itself and is 
not another." A being would be gathered far more perfectly into 
itself and set off more sharply against others, if it had all its na­
ture and its attributes as incommunicably its own, so that no 
metaphysical " room " remained for a second being of its nature, 
or for a second being having its attributes as it has them. It 
is a weakness in the incommunicable being of Socrates that he has 
human nature in such a way as to be able to have it in common 
with other human beings; Socrates would be incommunicably 
himself in a far more proper way-indeed, his incommunicability 
would belong to a different order of being-if he had his human-

6 This question as to .fundamentally different kinds of incominunicability 
does not seem to be included among the six basic questions about incommuni­
cability distinguished by Gracia, op. cit., ch. 1, and yet it would seem to be as 
important as any of his six. I could also characterize this new question of 
mine by saying that the present study aims at clarifying the analogical char­
acter of incommunicability. 
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ity in the same way as he has his being Socrates, and if he were, 
as a result, the only possible human being. This supreme incom­
municability, which neither Socrates nor any other human being 
has, is in fact proper to God. God does not just share in divinity, 
leaving room thereby for other Gods, but He is His divinity, that 
is, He has all His divinity as incommunicably his own, eliminat­
ing thereby the possibility of other Gods.7 

Now let us look for the weakest possible incommunicability­
that incommunicability without which a being would cease to 
amount to a determinate being. Consider a copy of today's news­
paper, of which, we will assume, millions of copies have been 
printed. Any copy is of course incommunicably itself and is not 
any other. But notice that it is unreasonable to take any interest 
in the incommunicable being of the one copy; whatever interests 
me in the one copy would interest me equally in any other copy; 
no one copy has anything which I could not as well find in any 
other copy. The incommunicable being of each copy exists en­
tirely for the sake of that which is common to them ; it is 
there only for the sake of instantiating and multiplying the com­
municable. This is what makes each copy of the paper a mere 
instance or specimen, 8 and as repeatable as could be. Only in the 
most minimal sense can we say that each copy of the paper " is 
itself and is not another" ; for the predominance of the com­
municable in each copy greatly weakens the contrast between any 
given copy and the others. 

Even if, on a given day, only one copy of the paper were 
printed (before the presses broke down), and not millions, and 
even if there were, as a result, a great interest in the one copy 

7 Thinking about the arguments which have been made for the divine uni­
city, especially the argument based on the divine incommunicability, has been 
particularly important for us in developing the analysis of this study. 

8 The reader will see why I am less than enthusiastic about Gracia's proposal 
to call incommunicable individuals by the name of " instances," entities which 
instantiate but cannot be instantiated (Gracia, 1988, pp. 43-56). " Instance " 
suggests to my mind the particularly poor individuality of the mere specimen, 
and is thus ill-suited to persons. This is no small deficiency of the term in 
light of the fact that persons are incommunicable individuals in a far more 
proper sense than non-persons are. 
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and a great demand for it, there would still be no more interest 
in its incommunicable being than on any other day. The one 
copy is still desired only for the sake of its communicable con­
tent; the focussing of everyone's attention on the one copy comes 
only from the accident that there is only one, and not from any 
discovery of some hitherto unsuspected incommunicability of be­
ing in the one copy. 

It is hard to imagine how any being could possibly be weaker 
than the newspaper in " being itself and not another." Vv e can, 
therefore, say that such a mere specimen-being forms the extrem­
est opposite to the being which has its nature as so incommunic­
ably its own as to be the only possible being of its nature. We 
see here the contrast between the barest minimum of incommunic­
able being, and the absolute fullness of it. We need now to in­
quire whether there are not, between these extremes, different 
possible " measures " of incommunicable being, and which meas­
ure the human person has. 

It seems that the incommunicability of being gets stronger as 
we " ascend " in the system of being, moving as it were in the 
direction of the being which has an absolute incommunicability 
of being in itself. Thus even the most elementary living being, 
existing as it does out of an inner center, is incommunicably it­
self beyond anything which we found in the case of the news­
paper; we can say of it far more properly than of the newspaper 
that it is itself and is not another. Of course we find here com­
municable natures, and a far-reaching repeatability among the 
individuals of a common nature, and yet we can hardly speak 
here, as with the newspaper, of mere specimens, of individuals 
existing for no other reason than to instantiate the species to 
which they belong. A professor of biology may treat a given in­
sect as a mere specimen of its species, but we sense right away 
that he is taking a particular approach, determined by his scien­
tific and pedagogical concerns, and that his approach, legitimate 
as it may be, is not entirely objective and thus does not acquaint 
him with the insect as it is in its own right. But there is no lack 
of objectivity in taking the newspaper as the mere bearer of a 
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communicable content; this is simply to take the paper for what 
it really and objectively is. 

We can also say that the metaphysical "space" between each 
copy of the same newspaper is much smaller than the " space " 
between each individual living being of even the most elementary 
species. The communicable nature of each living being is in­
corporated, as it were, into the stronger incommunicable being 
which each has, and this reduces the communicability of its na­
ture. The communicable content is almost " free-floating " in 
the case of the newspaper, but becomes much more a being's own 
in the case of a living being. This is what explains our sense that 
individual insects are less " abstract " and more " concrete " in 
their being than the copies of the newspaper.9 

Still stronger is the incommunicability of being in conscious 
living beings ; precisely the factor of consciousness strengthens 
the inner center out of which the being lives and so strengthens 
the incommunicability of the being, which we experience when 
we sense the greater concreteness of conscious living beings. In 
the case of the animals which play a role in the life of human 
beings, one experiences so strong an incommunicability of being 
that one is even inclined to speak, for the first time in our ascent 
to ever higher levels of being, of a certain unrepeatability. 

The incommunicability which we find in human persons, how­
ever, is incomparable with any order of being below the person. 
In the realm of our direct experience it is the human person which 
forms the most extreme antithesis to the specimen-being of each 
copy of the newspaper, even though, as we saw, the human per­
son does not have the greatest conceivable incommunicability. 

There will of course be those who find, with respect to un­
repeatability, no essential difference at all between human persons 

9 But this talk of " abstract " is loose and metaphorical and in no way 
means to suggest that there is anything abstract or general or universal which 
really enters into the makeup of any one copy of the newspaper. We have not 
forgotten what we said in the previous section when we said that all the parts, 
properties, features, and moments of a real being are in some sense incom­
municably the being's own and are therefore concrete and real as it is con­
crete and real. 
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and the higher animals which play a role in the lives of persons. 
Perhaps we should ask such persons whether they really think 
that it is immoral to own animals as property, or to use them for 
one's own ends (we assume a use that is made without pain being 
wantonly inflicted on them). But if no one can reasonably ob­
ject to using them or owning them, then they are not sui iuris, 
they do not have a being of their own such as persons have-but 
then one can hardly say that they are incommunicably their own 
in the sense of personal incommunicability. 

It may also help to distinguish between the incommunicability 
proper to persons, and the derived incommunicability which can 
be acquired by interacting with persons. The higher animals can 
in various ways be drawn into the world of persons, living with 
persons and participating in their world; through this participa­
tion they sometimes get raised above themselves, receiving a 
spiritual refinement which they could not develop out of them­
selves. And then it is not surprising-though how it happens 
is entirely mysterious-if something of the unrepeatability of 
persons begins to appear in the animals who live with human 
persons. 

There seems to be also another and more direct way in which 
certain animals share in personal being : the very fact that they 
are dear to human persons lets them share in the dignity and un­
repeatability of these persons. But it is an unrepeatability which 
they do not have in their own right but which exists primarily in 
the persons who care for them; it, too, is only a derived unre­
peatability, which is not to be confused with the proper and in­
trinsic unrepeatability of persons. 

The following development of our reflection leads us particular­
ly deeply into the mystery of personal selfhood. It will show 
how surprisingly closely the incommunicability of human persons 
approaches to the supreme incommunicability of God. 

3. A certain "absoluteness" or "infinity" of the 
human person 

Though there are in fact many persons, each person exists as if 
he were the only one. With this expression I mean something 
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very definite. When we consider many copies of the same news­
paper, or for that matter many insects of the same species, and 
then consider any one copy of the paper, or any one insect, then 
the one seems to be very inconsiderable in comparison to the 
many; it seems to get " relativized " by the many, and to get 
smaller in the midst of them, to be reduced to insignificance by 
them. We have here the quantitative relations of larger and 
smaller which Socrates so marvels at in the Theatetus, when he 
observes that 6 can become larger, not by becoming 7 or 8, but 
by being compared to 2, and can become smaller, not by becoming 
5 or 4, but by being compared to 12. Since copies of a newspaper, 
or insects of a species, are governed by these laws of finite nu­
merical quantity, it follows that if a large quantity of them gets 
reduced by one, or enlarged by one, nothing much seems to have 
happened to the quantity; the change is negligible. In relation to 
millions or billions, one is very small. 

Now persons are not subject to these laws of numerical quan­
tity. Or more exactly: the more we consider human beings ac­
cording to what is " nature " in them, according to that which 
only happens in them, then the more they are subject to these 
laws, but the more we consider them as persons, then the less 
they are subject to them. According to one estimate, there have 
existed until now some 77 billion human persons; but each single 
person does not become small in the presence of all these other 
persons, or get relativized in their presence, nor does a single one 
come to represent an inconsiderable quantity in the realm of per­
sonal being, one that is overwhelmed by the many other persons; 
rather he has personhood as so incommunicably his own that, 
though he is not the only person, he nevertheless " appears in be­
ing " as if he were the only one. If we must speak of persons in 
terms of number, then it would seem to be vastly more appro­
priate to introduce infinite numbers, and to say that each person 
seems to represent "infinitely many," so that when one person 
is added to another it is like adding one numerical infinity to an­
other numerical infinity; just as the second infinity adds infinitely 
much to the first, and yet, paradoxically, adds nothing (since 
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there is nothing more than infinitely many), so one person adds in­
finitely much to another, and yet in a way adds nothing. It seems 
to be a particularly "worldly" way of considering persons when 
one subjects them to the laws of finite numerical quantity, and 
thinks that each person gets smaller as the number of persons he 
is compared with gets larger. One recovers a sense of their per­
sonhood only by realizing that each person has a certain " ab­
soluteness " of being, by which I mean not a divine self-exist­
ence, but rather a curious metaphysical " insensitivity " to the 
presence of other persons, an inability to be relativized by them in 
the quantitative sense just explained.10 

One sees easily enough the relation of this absoluteness to 
the incommunicability of the person. What we are trying to show 
here is how amazingly close each human person comes to having 
the supreme incommunicability and unrepeatability of the being 
which can only exist as one. Our thought is this: though human 
persons do not have this supreme, divine incommunicability, since 
each after all exists as " one among many others," each neverthe­
less exists in a unique relation to the others, standing so strong­
ly in himself as to exist as if in a sense the others did not exist. 
Guardini expresses this in a profound way when he says: 

The one who says "I" exists only once. This fact is so radical that 
the question arises whether the person as such can really be classified, 
or what the classifications must be in order that man may be placed 
in them as a person. Can we-to take an elementary form of classi­
fication-count persons? We can count Gestalten, individuals, per­
sonalities-but can we, while doing justice to the concept of " per­
son," speak meaningfully of " two persons "? . . . Here reason 
balks.11 

10 One way of trying to find in St. Thomas something of this " absoluteness" 
of human persons is to consider whether it is implied in his teaching that 
"ratio partis contrariatur rationi personae" ("the concept of a part is op­
posed to that of person," In III Sent. d. 5, q. 3, a. 2). If human persons were 
entirely subject to laws of finite numerical quantity, then they would be small 
parts of an immense whole. By reflecting closely on each person as a whole 
of his or her own and no mere part, one can perhaps attain to the " absolute­
ness " of which we speak in the text. 

n Guardini, The World and the Person (Chicago, 1965), 21.5-216. I have 
modified in several places this English so as to bring it closer to the German. 
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In one of his writings John Henry Newman reflects on the 
very point which we are trying to understand here, namely that 
each person " is as whole and independent a being in himself, as 
if there were no one else in the whole world but he." He begins 
his reflection by dwelling on the difficulty of realizing this whole­
ness of each person. Thus he says, 

do you think that a commander of an army realizes it, when he sends 
a body of men on some dangerous service ? I am not speaking as if 
he were wrong in so sending them; I only ask in matter of fact, 
does he, think you, commonly understand that each of those poor 
men has a soul, a soul as dear to himself, as precious in its nature, 
as his own? Or does he not rather look on the body of men collec­
tively, as one mass, as parts of a whole, as but the wheels or springs 
of some great machine, to which he assigns the individuality, not 
to each soul that goes to make it up? 

The commander looks upon his men precisely in terms of those 
laws of finite numerical quantity, according to which four or five 
men are really very few, and a hundred men are far more, and a 
thousand far more still. There is nothing in the commander's 
point of view which would let him think of any one of his soldiers 
as if the only one; he thinks in terms of substitutable parts and 
not in terms of incommunicable individuals. Newman offers an­
other example of how we think about human beings without 
realizing the incommunicability of each of them: 

Or again, survey some populous town : crowds are pouring through 
the streets; some on foot, some in carriages; while the shops are 
full, and the houses too, could we see into them. Every part of it is 
full of life. Hence we gain a general idea of splendour, magnificence, 
opulence, and energy. 

Again we have a way of looking which sees collectivities rather 
than incommunicable persons. Newman proceeds to reverse this 
way of looking and to try to discern the incommunicable persons. 
I continue quoting without any break. 

But what is the truth? why, that every being in that great concourse 
is his own centre, and all things about him are but shades, but a 
"vain shadow," in which he "walketh and disquieteth himself in 



THE INCOMMUNICABILITY OF HUMAN PERSONS 417 

vain." He has his own hopes and fears, desires, judgments, and aims; 
he is everything to himself, and no one else is really any thing. No 
one outside of him can really touch him, can touch his soul ... He 
has a depth within him unfathomable, an infinite abyss of existence; 
and the scene in which he bears part for the moment is but like a 
gleam of sunshine upon its surface.12 

Though Newman reflects deeply here on this mysterious " in­
finity" of human persons, he does so in such a way as to raise a 
disturbing question. When Newman says, " he is everything to 
himself, and no one else is really any thing," does he mean that 
persons, as they awaken to their incommunicability, break away 
from others and want to have nothing more to do with them? 
Do persons live their incommunicability only by renouncing all 
bonds of interpersonal communion? Does " incommunicability " 
imply a negation of communicating and sharing among persons ? 
An important question, which expresses the unease which some 
readers may feel with all our talk about incommunicability and 
which they perhaps feel more strongly than ever on reading these 
lines of Newman. 

I answer that the others whom Newman says are " nothing " 
are others taken in a very definite way; they are the others who 
form a quantitatively large totality in comparison with which any 
single human being almost disappears as a hardly noticeable 
quantity. When we come to ourselves as persons, we have indeed 
to break away from the others who threaten to swallow us up 
like this; we have to turn away from them saying, "no one else 
is really any thing to me." Only in this way can I ·experience sub­
jectively in myself my existing as if I were the only person. 

But this turning away from others is not the only relation to 
them which follows from personal incommunicability; there is 
also a turning to them on the basis of personal incommunicability. 
I can encounter another not only according to the laws of finite 
numerical quantity, but in his or her infinity, as if he or she were 
the only person. This is to encounter the other deeply as person; 

12 Newman, "The Individuality of the Soul," Parochial and Plain Sermons, 
IV, 81-83. 
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it is the beginning of the most authentic intersubjectivity. Thus 
we should not be surprised to find in Martin Buber's characteri­
zation of the Thou of an I -Thou encounter the very " infinity " 
which we are studying here. "The world of It is set in the con­
text of space and time. The world of the Thou is not set in the 
context of either of these." 18 Buber seems to mean space and 
time in the sense of that quantitative realm where one human be­
ing is something very small, and many of them are something 
much larger. If he wants to affirm "infinity" of the Thou, then 
he does just what one would expect in refusing to think of the 
Thou as existing without residue in space and time. Buber 
comes even closer to this " infinity " when he says of my Thou : 
" But with no neighbour, and whole in himself, he is Thou and 
fills the heavens. This does not mean that nothing exists ex­
cept himself. But all else lives in his light." 14 Notice that Buber 
has to guard against seeming to say that only the Thou exists; 
this invites us to think that in saying that Thou has no neighbor 
and "fills the heavens," Buber is close to our own affirmation 
that the Thou as incommunicable person exists as if he or she 
were the only person. The point is that our discourse on in­
communicability does not tend to solipsism, nor do the thoughts 
expressed above by Newman; the contrary is true. Incommuni­
cability is found in others no less than in myself; and only if we 
encounter others in all their incommunicability, do we encounter 
them as Thou, ·entering into deep interpersonal communion with 
them. 

The suspicion of solipsism can also be removed by considering 
what is required for one person to love another. If I see some­
one only as a specimen of loveable qualities which can in prin­
ciple exist in the same way in other human beings, then I precise­
ly do not love that someone; I love his or her qualities and excell­
ences, but my love does not reach the other as person, nor will 
the other feel loved by me. I have to see in the excellences of the 

1a Martin Buber, I and Thou, tr. Ronald Gregor Smith (New York, 1958), 
100. 

Ufbid., 8. 
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other his or her incommunicable selfhood; only then can I love 
with a love which reaches the other as person. This means that 
to encounter incommunicability in another is not to be separated 
from the other, but, on the contrary, to fulfil one of the condi­
tions for loving the other. 

The incommunicability of human persons also makes possible 
an interpersonal encounter between them and God. Religious 
thinkers like Kierkegaard have often pointed out that a human 
person, precisely in virtue of that " infinity " or " absoluteness " 
of which we speak here, can " appear " directly or immediately 
before God. It seems that a being exists at a much greater dis­
tance from God if it is only a small part of some finite totality, as 
if God deals with that being only through the totality. Since 
persons cannot be completely encompassed by any totality and be 
made small by it, it seems that their relation to God can be an 
immediate one. With this we find an entirely new way in which 
incommunicability can underline the interpersonal. 

Now that we have explored the " infinity " and the " absolute­
ness " of human persons, we might proceed to suggesting a rela­
tively new personalist argument for the presence of something 
immaterial in the being of the person. However one defines mat­
ter, is it not spread out in space in such a way as to be subject 
to what we have been calling the laws of finite numerical quan­
tity? Given any one material something, is it not the case that it, 
together with a second material something just like it, is twice 
as much as it alone? Are not four such things four times as much 
as the first? Does it not become a negligible quantity when it 
becomes one of millions? In defying these laws of numerical 
quantity, do persons not step out of the realm of the spatial and 
the material, and give evidence of something immaterial in their 
being? Indeed, this question might have been asked at an earlier 
point in the present chapter; we might have asked in the previous 
section whether a purely material thing does not always admit of 
being copied in a second and a third material thing, and whether 
the unrepeatability of the person does not directly imply the pres­
ence of something immaterial in the person. If we express our-
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selves tentatively, it is only because these arguments for immate­
riality could be completed only after the concept of matter has re­
ceived more clarification, a task which does not belong to this 
study. 

Before concluding this section, in which we have gone far in 
our affirmation of the incommunicability of human persons, we 
should add that human persons are of course also subject to the 
laws of numerical quantity. We really have a quantitative aspect 
of our being in virtue of which we really are subject to those 
laws. It seems that this results from the fact that we are com­
positions of person and nature. We cannot simply identify our­
selves without residue with the " infinity " and " absoluteness " 
of our being, as if our finitude and our quantitative smallness 
were illusions; no, we are as truly finite, and as truly located in 
space and time, as we are " infinite " in the sense explained. This 
means that it is not necessarily illegitimate to consider human 
persons in large groups and to consider each one as a small frac­
tional part of the group, as when economists try to calculate how 
many people will have to sell some item before its price gets de­
pressed, or as when a general considers how many men he needs 
to retake a hill. The quantitative view is not in itself erroneous; 
it just runs the great risk of obscuring the sight of personhood in 
each human being. This is why Buber said that in our relation 
to other persons, it is impossible always to live in the I-Thou re­
lation; the I-Thou will often give way to the I-It. This giving 
way is not necessarily a tragic fall into a depersonalized view; it 
need not involve any depersonalization; it may be nothing other 
than the recognition that we human persons are not pure per­
sons, but rather have a mixed personhood, one composed of per­
son and nature. 

4. Two aspects of the incommunicable self hood of 
human person's 

Existential incommunicability. Many beings are defined only 
in terms of their communicable elements, and while it is under­
stood that each individual being falling under the definition has 
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something incommunicably its own, this moment of incommuni­
cability is not taken into the definition. Even man has been defined 
in this way, as when Aristotle defines him as a rational animal. 
Though Aristotle knows that each individual human being has 
something incommunicably his own, his famous definition makes 
no mention of this, expressing itself entirely in terms of the com­
municable moments of rationality and animality. Now when it 
comes to man as person, this kind of communicable definition is 
no longer adequate, and the incommunicability of the person has 
to be named in any worthy definition. Boethius seems to be aware 
of this in his celebrated definition of the person, persona est sub­
stantia individua naturae rationalis: a person is an individual 
substance of rational nature. In taking " individual substance " 
into the definition, he takes the element of incommunicability into 
it, and this in such a way as to form a contrast with the Aristo­
telian definition.15 But there is another medieval definition of the 
person which is even worthier of mention here, since it explicitly 
names incommunicable existence. Richard of St. Victor says that 
the person is " intellectualis essentiae incommunicabilis e:ris­
tentia: an incommunicable existence of an intellectual essence." 16 

One would not define an animal as an incommunicable existence 
of an animal nature; though each animal is indeed incommunic-

15 St. Thomas seems to stress this very excellence in the Boethian defini­
tion when he makes it his own in the Summa Theologica, I, q.29, a.l : " licet 
universale et particulare inveniantur in omnibus generibus, tamen speciali 
quodam modo individuum invenitur in genere substantiae. . . . Sed adhuc 
quodam specialiori et perfectiori modo invenitur particulare et individuum in 
substantiis rationalibus, quae habent dominium sui actus; et non solum aguntur, 
sicut alia, sed per se agunt ; actiones autem in singularibus sunt. Et ideo 
etiam inter caeteras substantias quoddam speciale nomen habent singularia ra­
tionalis naturae; et hoc nomen est, persona." The translation of the Fathers of 
the English Dominican Province reads : " although the universal and particular 
exist in every genus, nevertheless, in a certain special way, the individual be­
longs to the genus of substance .... Further still, in a more special and per­
fect way, the particular and the individual are found in the rational substances, 
which have dominion over their own actions ; and which are not only made 
to act, like others, but which can act of themselves ; for actions belong to 
singulars. Therefore also the individuals of the rational nature have a special 
name even among other substances; and this name is person." 

16 Richard of St. Victor, De Trinitate, IV, 23. 
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ably itself, it would seem strange to give its incommunicable 
existence such prominence in the definition of the animal, and it 
would seem more natural to define the animal in communicable 
terms, as in terms of genus and species. It seems, then, that the 
moment of incommunicable selfhood is more important in persons 
than in non-persons, that this moment belongs more centrally 
to persons than to non-persons and for this reason has to be ex­
plicitly named in any definition of personal being. 

In the following I think Guardini wants to insist on the in­
adequacy of defining the person exclusively in terms of communi­
cable moments. 

To the question, "What is your person?" I cannot answer "my 
body, my soul, my reason, my will, my freedom, my spirit." All 
this is not as yet the person, but, as it were, the stuff of which it is 
made; the person itself is the fact that it exists in the form of be­
longing to oneself (in der Form der S elbstgehoerigkeit) .11 

Guardini seems to us to be pleading for a definition, or better, 
for a philosophical account of personhood which explicitly in­
cludes the incommunicabilis e:i:istentia of Richard. 

And so we hold for a kind of " existential " account of the m­
communicable selfhood which we find in the person, which seems 
to be a certain fullness and intensity of concrete existence, as the 
definition of Richard suggests, and as Newman, too, suggests, in 
speaking of the " infinite abyss of existence " in each person, and 
as Guardini suggests in speaking of the elusive factor in the defi­
nition of the person as a certain "form of existence." This puts 

17 Guardini, op. cit., 118 (I have corrected the translation in one place); 
German in Welt und Person (Wuerzburg, 1962), 128. It seems to us, by the 
way, that the notoriously difficult opening sentences of Kierkegaard's The Sick­
ness unto Death are trying to say just what Guardini says here and what we 
have been saying in the text. I refer to the sentences : " Man is spirit. But 
what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But what is the self? The self is a relation 
which relates itself to its own self ... Man is a synthesis of the infinite and 
the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity . . . So 
regarded, man is not yet a self." Kierkegaard seems to be saying that it is not 
enough to find the component elements or principles of the personal self; one 
has also to bring out "die Form der Selbstgehoerigkeit" in which the self 
exists. 
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us in a position to discern a faint analogy between human per­
sons and God, or rather another aspect of the analogy which we 
have already discerned between the incommunicability of human 
persons and the divine unicity. Theologians say that God is that 
being whose essence is to exist, whose essence cannot be rightly 
thought apart from His existence, who is His existence; this is 
indeed the basis for the never-dying attempts to establish an 
ontological argument for the existence of God. But it is some­
thing just like this which we are saying, with Guardini, regard­
ing human persons; what persons are, is not rightly conceived 
apart from the incommunicable selfhood of each of them. Of 
course, no concrete being is rightly conceived apart from its in­
communicable selfhood, as we saw, for apart from this it is noth­
ing at all. And yet incommunicable selfhood belongs in quite an­
other way to persons; it enters with quite another intimacy and 
centrality into personal being than into non-personal being, as is 
especially clear in the definition of Richard of St. Victor. And 
though we cannot make an ontological argument for the existence 
of human persons, proceeding from the idea of the human person 
to the existence of such persons, we nevertheless grievously mis­
conceive the essence of personhood whenever we think it apart 
from the way in which each person is incommunicably himself or 
herself. 

One last observation: Guardini adds that this Form der Selb­
stgehoerigkeit explains the " peculiar way in which the person 
eludes our grasp. The person eludes being uttered." 18 This per­
haps helps us to understand why it is possible to make great 
progress in philosophically grasping the communicable parts of 
human nature but have an underdeveloped grasp of the incom­
municable in man, and hence no adequate sense of man as person. 
It is in fact just this discrepancy which we seem to find in the 
philosophical understanding of man which was developed in 
Greek philosophy. In reading the Republic of Plato we can only 
marvel at the contrast between the profound analysis of the 

1 s Welt und Person, ibid. This sentence is missing from the English trans­
lation cited above. 
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human soul, its levels and its ruling principle, on the one hand, 
and the proposal, in Book V, to dispose of defective newborns, on 
the other. This proposal does not rest in the first place on any 
reductionistic understanding of man, on any materialism, or on 
any cynicism with respect to the spiritual in man; it does not seem 
to rest on any major error at all regarding the communicable 
principles of human nature, but rather to rest on the failure to 
grasp the incommunicable selfhood of each human person. Plato 
does not seem to know how to do justice to the amazing con­
creteness of persons, to the density and heaviness of their exist­
ence; insofar as all beings, including human beings, ·exist under 
the Ideas as specimens of them, they are abstract in their being.19 

Aristotle comes somewhat closer than Plato to grasping the self­
hood of every real being, but the decisive breakthrough to grasp­
ing the selfhood of precisely the person came only much later in 
the history of philosophy. But it costs even us no small effort to 
hold fast to this selfhood, and not to let go of the incommuni­
cability of the person, losing it amidst all the communicable ele­
ments of human nature. 

Essential incommunicability. As just explained, it is an 
" existential " account of personhood for which we are arguing; 

19 Cf. the judgment of the great Italian historian and philosopher of history, 
Giovanni Reale, on Plotinus : " Plotinus, though he teaches the necessity of 
drawing ourselves from external things into the inner part of ourselves, of our 
souls, so as to find the truth, nevertheless speaks of the soul and of the in­
teriority of man only in the abstract, or rather in general, rigorously depriving 
the soul of its individuality and ignoring the concrete question of personality. 
Plotinus never spoke of himself in his writings and did not even want to speak 
of himself to his friends. Porphery writes : ' Plotinus had the appearance of 
someone who was ashamed to be in a body. As a result of this spiritual dis­
position, he was hesitant to tell about his birth or his parents or his country.' " 
Reale proceeds to contrast Plotinus with Augustine in a way which is very re­
vealing for our purposes. " Augustine, on the contrary, speaks constantly of 
himself, and his masterpiece is precisely the Confessions, in which he not only 
speaks at length of his parents and of his country and of persons dear to him, 
but exposes his very soul in all its most hidden folds and in all the intimate 
tensions of his 'will.' " Reale and Antiseri, Il pensiero occidentale dalle 
origini ad oggi, I (Brescia, 1985), 333; my translation. The contrast of 
Plotinus and Augustine is found in the chapter on Augustine, in a section en­
titled, " The Discovery of the Person and the Metaphysics of Interiority.'' 



THE INCOMMUNICABILITY OF HUMAN PERSONS 425 

the Platonic failure to do justice to incommunicable selfhood 
seems to be a certain " essentialist " excess. At first it may seem 
as if all incommunicability were by its very nature existential and 
as if the essential 20 were equivalent to the communicable. But 
closer reflection enables us to discriminate between existential and 
essential aspects of incommunicability. We shall first (a) point 
out a kind of essential incommunicability which belongs to all 
beings, then (b) we shall point out a kind of essential incom­
municability proper to persons, and finally ( c) we shall pose the 
question as to the existence of another and stronger kind of essen­
tial incommunicability in human persons. 

(a) As we said above, Socrates has his own humanity, which 
we must never confound with the humanity of Plato. Since 
humanity belongs to the essence of each, we find in each of them 
something of essential incommunicability. Of course, there is this 
kind of essential incommunicability in ·every person, as in every 
being; while participating in the general idea of humanity, each 
human being has his or her own humanity. And in fact, as we 
saw, every part and aspect of the essence of a concrete being is in 
some sense incommunicably that being's own. 

(b) When we spoke above of experiencing someone as if he 
or she were the only human being, we were speaking of a stronger 
incommunicability of humanity in that person. We were speak­
ing of an experience in which the humanity of the person forms 
so close a unity with his or her incommunicability that the com­
municability which is proper to humanity is reduced and, as it 
seems, almost abolished. It is as if humanity were to an amazing 
·extent incorporated into the incommunicability of a person. Of 
course, other aspects of the essence of a human being besides 

20 I assume that our talk of "essential " in contrast to "existential " is 
sufficiently clear without discussing the contrast as a subject of its own. We 
are, of course, distinguishing two concrete moments of a concrete being ; thus 
our talk of " essential " in this context does not mean essential in a general 
or universal sense, but in a concretely real sense. With "essential" we refer 
to everything belonging to what or how a being is, and in particular to the 
what and the how which stands in a closer relation to the " identity " of the 
being. 
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humanity can be incorporated like this into the incommunicable 
being of a person. Thus, for example, the womanhood of a 
woman can, in the eyes of the man who loves her, form such a 
unity with her personal incommunicability that she stands before 
him as if she were the only woman : " che sola a me par donna," 
says Petrarch. 

( c) In saying that each angel is its own species and is thus the 
only possible member of the species, or rather that with the angels 
there is no distinction between one species and plural individuals 
in the species, Aquinas ascribes to each angel an essential con­
tent which is not communicable.21 This leads us to ask whether, 
as Rahner and others have suggested, we find something similar, 
or at least something analogous, in human persons. Is there in 
each person an essential content which is beyond the distinction 
between general idea and concrete participation, or better, is there 
in each person an essential content in which the general is ab­
sorbed into the concrete, so that the essential content is not just 
participated in but rather completely possessed by the person, 
possessed in such a way as to eliminate the possibility of an­
other person participating in the same essential content? We 
ascribe this essential incommunicability to God when we say that 
He does not participate in His essence, but rather is His essence; 
our question is whether the human person resembles God in this 
respect by being in some analogous way his own essence. 22 Does 
each human being perhaps exist as human being in his or her own 
way, so that each constitutes something analogous to a sub-species 

21 We ought to add that Aquinas does not seem to be just trying to explain 
the particular perfection of incommunicable being which is found in the angels, 
but is trying to draw the consequences of the immateriality of the angels; he 
thinks that it takes matter in beings in order to ground the possibility of a 
plurality of individuals in one and the same species. But we think it is not at 
all an unnatural use which we make of his thought when we take it as also 
giving an account of the kind of incommunicable selfhood proper to angels, 
and as important for any discussion of personal selfhood. 

22 Whereas in discussing above the existential incommunicability of human 
persons we said that they resemble God insofar as He is His own existence 
or esse, we now point out another aspect of their incommunicability by saying 
that· they resemble God insofar as He is His own essence. 



THE INCOMMUNICABILITY OF HUMAN PERSONS 427 

of humanity? One cannot answer in the negative on the grounds 
that being one's own essence is an exclusively divine way of relat­
ing to one's essence, or at least one cannot give this negative an­
swer on Thomistic grounds, since St. Thomas holds, as we just 
noted, that each angel is its own species, and so is a certain part 
of its essence. Our question is: is it enough to say that each 
human person has something essential as if it were incommuni­
cably his or her own (as we said above in b), or do we have to go 
farther and to say that each has something essential which really 
and literally is his or her own? 

In order to give an affirmative answer to this question it does 
not suffice to point to the unrepeatability of the genetic makeup 
of a human being, that is, of those traits of race, temperament, 
intelligence, etc., which depend on the genetic makeup of an indi­
vidual. These traits are indeed woven together in a given indi­
vidual in a way which is not repeated by other individuals, but 
this is only a relative unrepeatability. There is after all no ab­
surdity in exactly these traits being repeated in exactly these in­
terconnections in a second and a third individual, and indeed this 
repeating is exactly what happens in the case of identical twins; 
but there is an absurdity in there being two copies of one and the 
same person. The incommunicability which we found above in a 
certain existential form, and into which we now inquire in asking 
about a possible essential form of it, lies at a deeper level in a 
human being. It lies in the depths of personal being; it is not a 
relative but an absolute incommunicability. 

The essential incommunicability which we are asking about is 
also not found in beings such as "the last dinosaur," "the only 
daughter of the Smith's," "the first book written by Husserl." 
These phrases express, of course, a note which can be had only 
by one being and cannot be shared by that being with any other. 
But these one-of-a-kind beings do not have any particular 
strength or perfection of incommunicable being. This is why 
they include among themselves even non-persons and in fact even 
mere specimens ("the first copy of the Times printed today"). 

We incline to think that the deeper essential incommunicability 
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at which we are aiming is indeed found in human persons, though 
we do not feel adequate to the task of offering a closer analysis 
of it. And so we content ourselves for now with trying to clarify 
the question about its occurrence in human persons. 

5. The value of human persons 

Let us suppose that we misunderstood human beings as mere 
specimens of humanity. Let us further suppose that we could ex­
perience various values in them, such as values of " rationality " 
like intelligence, resourcefulness, and the like. But whatever the 
values, they would always be located in certain human qualities 
and excellences and not primarily in human beings themselves. 
A human being having intelligence could always be replaced by 
another human being having the same kind of intelligence; the 
value which we admire in the one we would continue to admire 
in the other; the exchange of human beings need have no con­
sequences for the values which we admire. And so the value 
which we call the dignity of the human person, and which calls 
for unconditional respect, would not appear in our experience; 
whatever other values we would experience in the human speci­
mens, this would not be one of them. As a result, there could 
be no moral objection to destroying a given human being, so long 
as his excellence lived on in other human beings. Nor would we 
be able to love persons, as we remarked above; we could only love 
the excellences of persons, but never the persons who have the 
excellences; the interchangeability of these prevents them from be­
ing loved. 

Suppose now that we were to undergo a great awakening in 
our apprehension of persons and were to wake up to the incom­
municable selfhood of each of them; suppose we were to become 
aware of the mysterious concreteness of human persons, and were 
to begin to experience each as if he or she were the only human 
person. What would change in our value consciousness? It 
would be immeasurably enlarged; no value would be lost and 
much value would be gained. In the incommunicable selfhood of 
human persons we would find value which is in a sense infinite 
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value. In our new personalist perspective it would not be only 
qualities and excellences but rather also the subject of them, the 
one who has them, this or that particular human being, which 
would stand before us as worthy, good. Now for the first time 
the value datum which we call the dignity of the human person 
would appear, and it would appear as rooted in incommunicable 
selfhood. Moral imperatives to respect persons would also appear 
for the first time; we would no longer be bound just to respect 
worthy qualities and excellences. We would now be bound to 
respect this or that person, that is, to show a respect which is not 
transferable to other persons but which refers to each as incom­
municable person. Love for other persons would also become 
possible for the first time, for it would now be possible to reach 
with our love beyond the qualities of persons and to attain to the 
persons themselves. 28 

A good way of testing whether people really understand the 
value of persons is to ask them to set that value in relation to 
special abilities, talents, gifts of genius and other such excellences 
which a few persons have but which most lack. Whoever does not 
understand that the value of the person completely overshadows 
these excellences and in a sense relativizes them, does not really 
understand this value. Whoever does not understand how much 
worth persons have by being persons and what a relatively small 
value difference arises from one of them having some talent and 
another lacking it, does not really understand the dignity of per­
sons. Of course even after one has grasped this in principle it 
can be difficult to hold fast to it in practice. How often it hap­
pens that we, sensing our value as incommunicable persons, and 
sensing at the same time that it is endangered by being ignored, 
try to affirm it by extraordinary achievements which set us apart 
from all others and which awaken their surprise. We thus con­
fuse what is rare and unusual in the realm of the communicable 
with our incommunicable selves. We try to affirm our value as 

2s It is remarkable that among the "definitions" of person which we find 
among the medieval masters there is one which defines person in terms of 
dignity; St. Thomas reports the definition according to which a person is a 
"hypostasis proprietate distincta ad dignitatem pertinente." 
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persons by trying to realize in ourselves values which, when com­
pared with this fundamental value, are in a sense negligible. We 
think that, without special talents and achievements, we are in 
danger of being a defective person, a bad draft fit to be discarded 
and replaced; with this we absurdly overestimate the importance 
of special talents and at the same time underestimate the import­
ance of simply being a person. We fall into this same confusion 
when we begin feeling a certain awe for geniuses and heroes 
and great men and women, and begin thinking (with Nietzsche) 
of all other human beings as forming an indistinct and uninterest­
ing mass, as if real personal worth and dignity were found only 
in the realm of human "greatness." 24 There is a respect for the 
living and experiencing of the common man which is born of 
understanding the dignity of his personhood, and which has noth­
ing to do with a democratic resentment against the aristocracy 
of human excellence. Thus it is, for example, a good personalist 
instinct which leads historians to relate wars not only from the 
point of view of the generals and the princes, but also from the 
point of view of the footsoldiers and the civilians. We touch here 

24 This point was seen and forcefully expressed by Josef Popper, an Austrian 
author who is no longer much read, in his Das lndividuum und die Bewertung 
mmschlicher Ezistenzen (Dresden, 1910), published under the pseudonym, 
Lynkeus. Thus we read on p. 161 : " The distinction between "average" and 
"outstanding" individuals must be completely rejected in the area of all these 
reflections. In public as well as in private life the loss of even the most in­
significant-but harmless-human being must always be seen as something in 
itself terrible. The death of such a one leaves behind a " hole in the world." 
The tremendous number of deaths does nothing to reduce the significance of 
each individual." On p. 198 we have an impressive account of the kind of 
experience out of which Popper's "ethical individualism," as it is called (see 
the article by Paul Edwards in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy on Popper and 
his ethical individualism), was born: " Some 30 or 35 years ago an enthusiastic 
admirer of the music of Wagner said in my presence to one of my dearest 
friends, who was not indeed an important personality but who was an ex­
tremely nice man : " What is F. worth compared with eight measures of 
Wagner's Tannhaeuser?" My friend became pale as a corpse and, wounded 
and bitter, protested against such a degradation of his existence. Such a way 
of thinking made on me so terrible an impression that to this day I have still 
not overcome it, and all that has been said in this book about the evaluation 
of human lives is just an outgrowth of this impression." (My translations) 
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on the personalist foundations of genuine democracy, and we see 
how one could make personalist sense of the " equality " which is 
so prominent in the rhetoric of democracy; it is not an equality 
which has to deny the existence of real and important differences 
among human persons, but rather one which derives from the 
fact that persons already have a certain infinite worth in virtue 
of simply being persons. 

The reader will readily understand why we, from our point of 
view, strenuously object to the "Beethoven-argument" which 
well-intentioned people often make against abortion. They say 
that we are all immeasurably indebted to the mother of Beethoven 
for not aborting him, and they warn mothers who abort today 
that one of them may be depriving the world of a similar genius. 
This shifts the focus away from the value of the person to peri­
pheral excellences, and trivializes the whole discussion. The loss 
of Beethoven would have been a terrible loss because the world 
would have been deprived of an incommunicable person; only 
quite secondarily would it have been a loss because the world 
would have been deprived of a musical genius. If we had to choose 
between having the music of Beethoven on the condition that we 
would lack Beethoven the person, and having Beethoven the per­
son on the condition that he would be musically ungifted, we 
would of course have to choose him and forego his music. 25 

In this whole train of thought I assume that the human ex­
cellences which are in a sense overshadowed by the value of the 

25 See ibid., 193, where Popper says that "the existence of one human 
being who wants to go on living is something so great, so irreplaceable . • . 
and a so significant fact in itself that the life of even the most unimportant in­
dividual has to count as something infinite in comparison with every tech­
nological or artistic accomplishment; in relation to such an individual every 
finite measure of value vanishes." In the next sentence Popper proceeds to 
develop a thought like the one which we developed above in section 3 of this 
chapter : " And just as an infinite quantity does not become more infinite by 
the addition of a finite number, so an individual personal existence is not 
enlarged or raised in its significance by the addition of any special quality, 
and even if this be the greatest gifts of genius" (my translations). It is as if 
the "absoluteness " which we found in each person in his relation to all other 
persons, is found by Popper in each person in his relation to all possible 
" technological and cultural accomplishments." 
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person are non-moral excellences. Musical genius is not a moral 
excellence; other forms of human greatness, too, need not in­
clude moral worthiness, as Kierkegaard teaches quite rightly in 
the Postscript. But if we now think of moral goodness, or moral 
decency, or moral worthiness, however we call it, and, on the 
other hand, moral indecency, moral unworthiness, moral vileness, 
then we find a form of good and bad which, far from being over­
shadowed by the value of the human person, in a sense over­
shadows this value. One cannot say that the difference between 
Cordelia and Goneril (in King Lear) is inconsiderable on the 
grounds that they are both persons and both have the value of 
persons. It has been understood by almost everyone in the tradi­
tion of Western philosophy that a person becomes good precisely 
as person by possessing moral worthiness, and becomes bad pre­
cisely as person by being morally unworthy. We see, then, that 
our affirmations about the almost infinite value of incommunicable 
persons have their limits, and that not everything which persons 
can become is overshadowed and " relativized " by this value. 

Some readers may be pleasantly surprised that our analysis of 
selfhood has led us in this direction, in the direction of the dignity 
and worth of persons. These are the readers who fear that per­
sonal selfhood, and the existing of each person as a being radical­
ly his own, when developed axiologically, can only lead us to the 
human person as the subject of rights; since they deny that being 
a subject of rights is the most significant thing about being a 
human being, they are loath to make as much as we have of per­
sonal selfhood. What emerges from the present discussion, how­
ever, is that by probing the selfhood of the person we attain to a 
vastly deeper level in the person than the level at which the per­
son has rights; for we attain to the level at which the person has 
dignity, ontological nobility, and even to the level at which we 
find that preciousness in a person which can awaken the love of 
another. 

This may be the best place to mention an important aspect of 
our subject which, however, we shall not examine more closely 
in the present study: the connection between the unrepeatability 
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of ·each person and the immortality of each person. The connec­
tion seems to be best pointed out by assuming that human persons 
are only repeatable specimens of the human kind; on this assump­
tion the immortality of any one of them seems to be in no way 
required or meaningful. If there is immortality in such a species 
it can be perfectly well secured by an unending succession of in­
stantiating individuals, but it would not require immortal indi­
viduals. But we know that persons are not repeatable specimens 
but unrepeatable, so that with the destruction of any one of them 
something of almost infinite value would be irretrievably lost in 
the world; a gap which could never be filled would be left in the 
race of human persons. The loss of any person would not be a 
negligible loss on the grounds that so many persons remain, but 
would be an almost infinitely great loss, as if the only human per­
son in existence had been lost. I do not claim to have developed 
here all of this into a finished argument for the immortality of 
persons, but the very least we can say is that their immortality is 
vastly more intelligible on the basis of their unrepeatability, and 
of the value rooted in it, than it would have been on the basis of 
specimen-like repeatability. 

6. Communicable and incommunicable with respect 
to the actin:g of human persons 

It is natural to look to the acting of the person when we are 
exploring the incommunicability of the person. We saw above 
that Aquinas thinks that persons are particulare et individuum 
in a preeminent sense and that he finds this to be revealed espe­
cially in the power of persons to act through themselves (per 
se agunt) rather than to be acted upon by others (aguntur). For 
in acting through themselves they act in freedom, and a being 
acting in freedom is not just instantiating a communicable type 
or kind, but is asserting its incommunicable self. In the so strik­
ingly personalist passage in the Summa Contra Gentiles, III, St. 
Thomas says that freedom is lost in human beings to the extent 
that their acting is dominated by that which is communicable in 
them. 
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Quaecumque directionem habent in suis actibus solum secundum quod 
pertinent ad speciem, non est in ipsis agere vel non agere: quae enim 
consequuntur speciem, sunt communia et naturalia omnibus indi­
viduis sub specie contentis ; naturalia autem non sunt in nobis. Si 
igitur homo haberet directionem in suis actibus solum secundum con­
gruentiam speciei, non esset in ipso agere vel non agere, sed oporteret 
quod sequeretur inclinationem naturalem toti speciei communem, ut 
contingit in omnibus irrationalibus creaturis. Manifestum est igitur 
quod rationalis creaturae actus directionem habet non solum se­
cundum speciem, sed etiam secundum individuum (cap. 113) .26 

Instead of secundum individuum St. Thomas might have as well 
said here at the end secunidum eius esse incommunicabile. 

By the way, this distinction between acting based on the com­
municable in us and acting based on the incommunicable seems to 
be directly parallel to an old Scholastic distinction with respect to 
sin : one distinguished between peccatum naturae and peccatum 
personae, the former referring of course to original sin, the sin 
common to us all, in which we live as a result of belonging to a 
fallen race, the latter, by contrast, referring to the sin which I 
myself commit.21 

We propose to develop this reflection by considering first a 
form of acting which belongs to the intellectual life of the person, 
and then a form of acting which belongs to the moral life, and to 
search in each case for an expression of the incommunicability of 
the human person. 

1. In the course of explaining his theory of the " illative 

26 "Whenever beings are directed in their acts, solely on the basis of what 
pertains to the species, the capacity to act or not to act is not present in them. 
For things that are associated with the species are common and natural to alJ 
individuals contained in the species. Now, natural functions are not within our 
power to control. So, if man were able to direct his acts only in accord with 
what is suitable to the species, he would not have within him the capacity to 
act or not to act. Rather, he would have to folJow the natural inclination com­
mon to the whole species, as is the case with alJ irrational creatures. There­
fore, it is obvious that a rational creature has the ability to direct his acts, 
not only in accord with the species, but also in accord with the individual " 
(Bourke translation). 

27 One sees that the modern distinction between " person" and " nature " is 
not simply a modern distinction; some of the medievals already had it, or a 
certain version of it. 
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sense," John Henry Newman distinguishes between two kinds 
of reasoning which underlie our convictions. We can reason with 
clearly formulated grounds and by means of precise principles of 
inference, as we typically reason in mathematics. Newman lays 
great stress on the fact that this "formal inference," as he calls 
it, is impersonal; the mind is led to its conclusion " e.i- opere 
operato, by a scientific necessity independent of ourselves." 28 

Everyone who starts from the same premises and who reasons 
well is bound to reach the same conclusion and to form the same 
conviction. But there is another kind of reasoning which is high­
ly personal, and which is as legitimate in its own sphere as formal 
inference is in its. Newman is thinking of reasoning where "the 
personality (so to speak) of the parties reasoning is an important 
element" 29 in forming a conviction, and where the e.i- opere 
operato necessity of formal inference gives way to "the personal 
action of our own minds." 30 "Thus in concrete reasonings," 
where Newman thinks that we especially exercise this informal 
inference,31 " ••• we judge for ourselves, by our own lights, and 
on our own principles; and our criterion of truth is not so much 
the manipulation of propositions, as the intellectual and moral 
character of the person maintaining them, and the ultimate silent 
effect of his arguments or conclusions upon our minds." 32 We 

28 Newman, Grammar of Assent (New York, 1955), Ch. 8, section 2, "In-
formal Inference," para. 3, p. 252. 

20 Ibid., 253. 
3o Ibid., 242. 
31 Here is an example of informal inference which is taken from Newman's 

own life. Shortly after being received into the Catholic Church he wrote to a 
correspondent: " I do not know how to do justice to my reasons for becoming 
a Catholic in ever so many words-but if I attempted to do so in few, and that 
in print, I should wantonly expose myself and my cause to the hasty and 
prejudiced criticisms of opponents. This I will not do. People shall not say, 
" We have now got his reasons, and know their worth." No, you have not 
got them, you cannot get them, except at the cost of some portion of the 
trouble I have been at myself. You cannot buy them for a crown piece . . . 
You must consent to think . . . Moral proofs are grown into, not learnt by 
heart." Letter of February 8, 1846, in The Letters and Diaries of John Henry 
Newman XI (London, 1961), 110. 

a2 Ibid., 240. 
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discern clearly enough the incommunicability of the person who 
reasons, when Newman says of the " illative sense," as he calls 
this personal power of reasoning informally, that " it is seated 
in the mind of the individual, who is thus his own law, his own 
teacher, and his own judge .. . "BB 

Naturally Newman does not mean that the illative sense sets 
aside the principles of formal inference, creating exceptions to 
them. Nor does he mean that it has reasons which are " incom­
municable " in the sense of being unable to be conveyed to anyone. 
It is well known that Newman, by the exercise of his own illative 
sense, has profoundly influenced fellow inquirers, and has led 
many of them to share his own deepest convictions. He means in­
stead that in exercising our illative sense in concrete matters, 
especially those touching our moral and religious existence, we 
think and reason not only according to universally valid forms 
of inference, but personally; that we live and exist in a particular 
way as incommunicable persons in all such thinking and reason­
ing; that when persons influence each other by means of their 
illative sense, the influence deserves to be called in a preeminent 
sense personal influence, and is to be contrasted with the " in­
fluence" whereby one discussant forces another to accept some 
formal demonstration. B4 

2. Let us now turn to our moral acting, in which we can study 
fruitfully the incommunicable element in our acting and the in­
communicability of the acting person. 

But we begin with a communicable aspect of moral acting, 
namely with the general moral norms to which we are subject. 
We assume that there are such norms, some of which are not just 
formal but material norms, such as the norm prohibiting the di­
rect killing of innocent persons. Such norms bind me not as the 
incommunicable person which I am; they bind me indeed as per-

SB Ibid., 279. 
&4 It is well said by Edward Sillem at the end of the best study which we 

have of Newman the philosopher: " But he stands at the threshold of the new 
age as a Christian Socrates, the pioneer of a new philosophy of the individual 
Person and Personal Life." Sillem, The Philosophical Notebook, I (Louvain, 
1969), 250. 
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son, taking me ultimately seriously as person, and yet they bind 
me as they bind any other human person.35 Now the question 
arises how the generality and universal validity of these norms 
cohere with the incommunicable selfhood of the moral subject. 
Some writers have said that they do not cohere at all but rather 
contradict selfhood; they typically maintain some kind of situa­
tion-ethics according to which the moral life is led in unrepeat­
able moral situations without reference to general norms. But 
others have found a way to keep the general norms and yet to 
show how the moral subject can live according to them in such a 
way as to assert himself in his personal incommunicability. Thus, 
for instance, Maritain, who wants to have nothing to do with 
situation ethics, discusses the uniqueness which moral situations 
have as a result of the uniqueness of the persons entering into 
them. 

The same moral case never appears twice in the world. To speak 
absolutely strictly, precedent does not exist. Each time, I find my­
self in a situation requiring me to do a new thing, to bring into 
existence an act that is unique in the world, an act which must be in 
conformity with the moral law in a manner and under conditions 
belonging strictly to me alone and which have never arisen before. 
Useless to thumb through the dictionary of cases of conscience! 
Moral treatises will of course tell me the universal rule or rules I 
am bound to apply; they will not tell me how I, the unique I, am to 
apply them in the unique context in which I am involved. No knowl­
edge of moral essences, however perfect, meticulous, or detailed it 
may be and however particularised those essences may be (though 
they will always remain general) ; no casuistry, no chain of pure de­
duction, no science, can exempt me from my judgment of con-

• 36 science ... 

But there is something else in the moral life which displays even 

35 Notice that when we speak here of a communicable aspect of our acting, 
we mean something rather different from what Thomas means in speaking of 
our acting " solum secundum quod pertinent ad speciem " : Thomas is referring 
to acting which forms a contrast with properly personal acting (Summa Con­
tra Gentiles, III, ch. 113, para. 2), whereas we take it for granted that we act 
freely, in the form of per se agere, when we act according to moral norms 
which bind all human beings. 

36 Maritain, Existence and the Existent (New York, 1948), 60. 
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more dearly the incommunicable selfhood of the moral subject, 
something other than the moral judgment required to bring gen­
eral moral norms to bear on concrete situations. We can find this 
further factor in the seminal essay of Karl Rahner, "Ueber die 
Frage einer formalen Existenzialethik." 37 Rahner begins by as­
suming that our moral acting is subject to general moral norms, 
and in this he distinguishes himself from the position of situa­
tion-ethics. 38 Then he asks whether a knowledge of the general 
norms relevant to a given situation, together with a knowledge 
of the situation, always suffice to determine what I ought to 
do in the situation. He answers that sometimes they do, but that 
often enough they leave open several actions each of which is in 
conformity with the relevant norms. Is it just an arbitrary choos­
ing which I exercise with regard to these several actions? Is it 
morally indifferent how I choose? Rahner says no, for he recog­
nizes what he calls an Individualnorm or an Existenzialnorm, 
which he contrasts with the general norms just mentioned. He 
thinks that I may find myself personally called to one of the al­
lowable actions and not to the others; that I ought to perform 
this action and none of the others. But this moral requiremen:t 
cannot be derived from the relevant general norms; one has also 
to discern the Individualnorm, which is addressed to me not as a 
human being but in the most personal way. Notice that for 
Rahner the I ndividualnorm does not set aside a general norm, 
creating an exception to it, but rather does its work within the 
realm of acting defined by the relevant general norms. 39 

37 Rabner, Schriften zur Theologie, II (Einsiedeln, 1955), 227-246. English: 
Theological Investigations, II (London, 1963), 217-234. 

38 It exceeds the scope of this study to inquire why certain moral theologians 
(such as Josef Fuchs) who start from Rahnerian presuppositions are unable 
to hold fast to exceptionless material moral norms. 

39 There is a passage in the New Testament which seems to contain the 
distinction between general norms and individual norms. When the rich young 
man comes to Jesus asking about the attainment of eternal life, he is first told 
by Jesus to observe the commandments, and then he is invited by Him to a 
closer discipleship (Matt. 19 :16-22) : the commandments represent our general 
norms, and the special invitation seems to be a typical individual norm. By 
the way, it would be worth inquiring whether this invitation expresses an 
ought which binds in the same sense in which the general norms bind. 
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When Rahner goes to reflect on the basis of such an Individual­
norm he is led to the very point of concern to us, to the incom­
municability and unrepeatability of each person.40 He suggests 
that the Thomistic teaching on the unrepeatability of each angel 
may admit of some application to human persons, who in no case 
should be understood as mere specimens of the human species. 
He seems to say that if we were just repeatable instances of our 
species, then the general norms would suffice; a knowledge of 
them together with a knowledge of the concrete situation in which 
we must act, would suffice to determine what is morally required 
of us. But since we are not specimens but unrepeatable persons, 
it is only fitting, perhaps even necessary, that I also be subject to 
moral calls which speak to me personally and which call for ac­
tions which proceed in a special way from my incommunicable 
selfhood.4'1 Perhaps we could take the famous utterance of Mon­
taigne made with reference to love, and extend it to moral actions 
which are called for by I ndividualnormen: " If I am entr·eated to 
say why I loved him, I feel that this cannot be expressed except 
by answering 'because it was he, because it was I.'" Do we not 
have to say of certain highly personal moral calls that we felt 
bound to certain actions " because it was he, because it was I " in 
the moral situation? Do we not say with Montaigne that the rea­
son for this sense of duty lies "beyond all my discourse and what­
ever I can say distinctly about it," 42 lying as it does in the in­
communicable selfhood of the persons involved ? 43 

40 Ibid., 236-240. 
41 Rabner, who is always looking for Thomistic support for his positions, 

might have found some in the Summa Contra Gentiles, Book III, ch. 113, from 
which we have already quoted twice in this study. This chapter is entitled, 
"that the rational creature is directed by God to his actions not only by an 
ordering of the species, but also according to what befits the individual." And 
in fact when Aquinas proceeds in ch. 114 to speak of the law which God gives 
to man, he has a notion of law which seems to come very close to Rahner's 
I ndividuaZ.norm. 

42 Montaigne, Essays, I, ch. 27. 
43 Perhaps we have here further evidence for the essential incommunicability 

for which we were searching above. Aristotle teaches that all moral acting 
leaves some trace on the character of the agent, and in fact that nothing else 
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Maritain seems also to be aware of these highly personal moral 
calls. He may be thinking of them in the passage just quoted, 
and he is certainly thinking of them when he writes: 

We are told, as if it were a novelty, that the motives which reason 
deliberates upon do not play the decisive part in the deepest, freest 
(indeed wisest) acts of moral option but that this role is reserved 
to that unforeseeable impulse of one's inscrutable subjectivity, so 
often disconcerting for the intellect of the subject himself. How can 
it be otherwise, if it is true that the judgment of the subject's con­
science is obliged, at the moment when judgment is freely made, to 
take account also of the whole of the unknown reality within him­
his secret capacities, his deeply rooted aspirations, the strength or 
frailty of his moral stuff, his virtues (if he has any), the mysterious 
call of his destiny? He cannot formulate any of these things. They 
are unknown to him in terms of reason.44 

And Maritain seems to recognize Rahner' s I ndividualn:orm in the 
lives of the saints when he goes on to say: 

The saints always amaze us. Their virtues are freer than those of a 
merely virtuous man. Now and again, in circumstances outwardly 
alike, they act quite differently from the way in which a merely vir­
tuous man acts. They are indulgent where he would be severe, severe 
where he would be indulgent. ... What does that signify? They have 
their own kind of mean, their own kinds of standards. But they are 
valid only for each one of them .... This is why we utter something 
deeper than we realise when we say of such acts that they are ad­
mirable but not imitable. They are not generalisable, universalisable. 
They are good ; indeed, they are the best of all moral acts. But they 
are good only for him who does them. We are here very far from 
the Kantian universal with its morality defined by the possibility of 
making the maxim of an act into a law for all men.45 

forms moral character but the acting of the agent. But if an action is per­
formed in response to an individual norm, which appeals to a person in all 
of the person's incommunicability, is it not natural to assume that that which 
is wrought in the character of that person shares in this incommunicability, 
and, since moral character belongs to the essence rather than to the existence 
of the person, gives evidence of some essential incommunicability? 

44 Maritain, op. cit., 62. 
45 Ibid., 63-64. Though both Maritain and Rahner explicitly repudiate situa­

tion ethics, they are at the same time aware of vindicating the core of truth 
in situation ethics. 
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We find this to be extremely well said, including the comment 
about Kant at the end; for our purposes we have only to add the 
connection (stressed more by Rahner than by Maritain) between 
this lack of generalisability in the best moral acts, and the incom­
municability of each person. It is because persons are incom­
municable and unrepeatable in the sense explained in this essay, 
that they are capable of acting, and of being called to act, on strict­
ly personal maxims, which precisely cannot be made into gen­
eral laws valid for all human beings. 

We find, then, in our moral acting, a highly significant ex­
pression of our personal incommunicability. But at the same time 
we find, as we found above, that the human person does not have 
the supreme measure of incommunicability; for we human per­
sons are not subject only to Jndividualnorme1t, we are also sub­
ject to many general norms which bind any one of us in the same 
way as they bind any other of us. 

I know that questions will be raised about some of my claims 
in this last section, and elsewhere in this study, perhaps especially 
in the first section, where I touch on some of the vexed issues 
of universal and concrete being. But I still think that, as I indi­
cated at the beginning, the incornmunicability of human persons 
is an idea capable of being understood and accepted by philos­
ophers coming from very various points of view. Relatively few 
are prepared to maintain that human persons are indeed nothing 
but specimens of the human kind. The fairly broad consensus 
which we can hope to achieve here is surprising when one con­
siders the Christian origins of the idea of personal incommuni­
cability. As Guardini says, " If I am not mistaken, antiquity did 
not have a true concept of the person-indeed, one does not find 
it outside of Revelation." 46 And yet, even though the idea of each 
person as incommunicably himself or herself seems to have been 
gained within a particular tradition, it is not intelligible only to 
those living in that tradition as Christian believers, but it is al-

46 Guardini, op. cit., 115. 
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most universally intelligible. This is why we were able to develop 
our analysis without relying on any source of J udeo-Christian 
faith, and why we can reckon with understanding and fundament­
al agreement on the part of many a non-believer.47 

47 It is worth noting that the Josef Popper whose deep insight into personal 
incommunicability we got acquainted with in the previous section was a non­
believer. 
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Preface 

I T IS BY NO MEANS fortuitous that, in the Summa Theo­
logiae, St. Thomas's treatise concerning 'the procession of 
divine persons ' is succeeded immediately by the treatise con­

cerning ' the coming forth of creatures from God '. If both the -
freedom of the creative act and the full consubstantiality of the 
divine persons are to be safeguarded, then, for St. Thomas, these 
two types of ' procession ' must be distinguished at all costs. But 
although distinct, they are also related in St. Thomas's thought. 
It is with this fundamental relation that we shall be primarily 
concerned here. Therefore, the question we shall seek to explore 
in this study concerns the way in which St. Thomas's doctrine of 
the Trinity determines, informs and impinges upon his theologi­
cal understanding of the created order. 

Creation: The ' One God, and the ' Triune God, 

St. Thomas's celebrated identification of essence and existence 
in God has important significance for St. Thomas's doctrine of 
creation. God, according to St. Thomas, is Creator in virtue 
of his nature or essence-although, of course, this fact in no way 
undermines the sovereign freedom and contingency of the creative 
act. Because it is God's nature simply to be, all being or exist­
ence outside God is ultimately traceable back to God as its source 

*The Rev. Dr. David A. Walker was Team Vicar of St. Francis', Clifton, 
Nottingham at the time of his death in 1989. This paper was given to The 
Thomist on his behalf by Dr. Brian Marshall of Westminster College, Oxford. 
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and first cause. Therefore, to speak of God as Creator is to speak 
of God's essence in operation: " Hence creation is God's action 
by reason of his existence, which is his very nature ... " 1 

The trinitarian significance of this association of creative ac­
tivity primarily with the divine essence is far reaching. In so 
far as the divine essence is common to, and identical in, the per­
sons of the Trinity, St. Thomas can maintain that "creative ac­
tion is not peculiar to any one Person, but is common to the 
whole Trinity." 2 Creation, therefore, is an act in which the 
triune God acts as the one God; in which a trinitarian unity of 
operation corresponds to a trinitarian unity of being. Conse­
quently, the creative act primarily "has to do with the unity of 
nature, but not with the distinction of persons." 3 However, as 
we shall subsequently show, this is not St. Thomas's final word 
on the matter. 

In the light of this, it is possible to discern in the theology of 
St. Thomas a fairly clear distinction between truths pertaining 
to the unity of the divine essence and truths pertaining to the 
trinity of divine persons. This, indeed, is the basis for the dis­
tinction between the ' one God ' (de Deo uno) and the ' triune 
God' (de Deo trin:o) which operates in his thought. Indeed, this 
distinction is evident even in the structural arrangement of the 
Summa Theologiae itself. This distinction is paralleled and de­
termined by the distinction between divine truths accessible to 
reason and truths accessible to man exclusively through revela­
tion and faith, i.e., between 'natural' and 'revealed' theology. 
These two distinctions, furthermore, are paralleled by, and culmi­
nate in, a third distinction, namely that between nature and grace. 

But although there is a definite parallel between these three 
distinctions, it is only an approximate one and must not be con­
strued as if it were an exact correspondence, i.e., as if the truths 

1 la, Q.45, a.6. All quotations from the Summa are from Summa Theologiae, 
Latin text and English translation, Blackfriars edition, gen. ed. Thomas Gilby, 
61 vols. (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1964-81). 

2 Ibid. 
s la, Q.32, a.1. 
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pertaining to the one God were exhaustively co-extensive with the 
spheres of reason and nature, or those relating to the triune God 
with faith and grace. The fact that reason and nature do not ex­
haust the realm of truth concerning the one God the Creator is 
evident from St. Thomas's description of the truth that God 
created the world in time as an exclusively revealed truth.4 

Similarly, many truths failing under the categories of reason, na­
ture and the one God are utilized by St. Thomas in his doctrine 
of the Trinity. This is evident in his use of psychological ana­
logies and of the concepts of divine knowledge and will in his 
description of the trinitarian processions in God. Thus, although 
there is a distinction between the spheres of reason, nature and 
the one God on the one hand, and those of faith, grace and the 
triune God on the other, they are also closely related and, indeed, 
subject to a certain degree of overlap. Just as "grace does not 
destroy nature but brings it to perfection ", 5 so the truths of faith, 
although surpassing those of reason, do not contradict but pre­
suppose and perfect them. Likewise St. Thomas's implicit inten­
tion is to ensure that the knowledge of God as triune neither con­
tradicts nor invalidates the knowledge of God as one, but rather 
presupposes and confirms, illumines and perfects the same. 

The existence of a certain degree of common ground or over­
lap between truths pertaining to the one God and those pertain­
ing to the triune God means that it is ultimately impossible for 
St. Thomas to draw a dichotomy between the one God the 
Creator and the triune God the Redeemer in the way that a 
scholar such as R. Garrigou-Lagrange appears to do when, in a 
commentary on St. Thomas, he states : 

... the natural order or the order of creation depends efficiently and 
finally on the one God, the author of nature; the supernatural order, 
or the order of grace, depends efficiently and finally on the triune 
God, the author of grnce. 6 

4 See la, Q.46, a.2. 
5 la, Q.1, a.8, ad.2. 
6 The Trinity and God the Creator, tr<ins. F, C. Eckhoff (St. Louis: Herder, 

1952)' p. 253. 
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This may be the Thomism of the 'Neo-Thomists ', but it is not 
the Thomism of St. Thomas himself. Although, for him, the 
order of creation is related primarily to the unity of the divine 
essence, yet, as we shall show subsequently, St. Thomas's under­
standing of the created order is also informed by his doctrine of 
the Trinity. Thus, any facile identification of the one God with 
the Creator and the triune God with the Redeemer leads ultimate­
ly to an inadequate interpretation of St. Thomas's theology. 
Moreover, it is for this reason that in his Summa Theologiae St. 
Thomas does not include the treatise on creation immediately 
after the treatise on the one God (i.e., following Ia, Q.26), but 
only after he has first dealt with both the unity of the divine na­
ture and the trinity of divine persons. Therefore, as we shall now 
seek to demonstrate, the knowledge of the triune God illumines 
and deepens St. Thomas's knowledge of the Creator and thus of 
truths pertaining primarily to the one God. 

Trinitarian Appropriations 

Although creation is an activity in which the triune God acts 
as the one God, this does not mean that St. Thomas attributes 
creation to Father, Son and Holy Spirit in an entirely undiffer­
entiated manner. It is here that the concept of 'trinitarian ap­
propriations ' becomes particularly relevant. The doctrine of ap­
propriations is the principal factor which renders it possible for 
St. Thomas to attribute creation to the persons of the Trinity in 
a differentiated manner, and thus enables his doctrine of the 
Trinity to inform and determine his doctrine of creation. 

Appropriation has been defined by one Catholic scholar as 

... the operation of the mind whereby it predicates of one Person a 
distinct attribute which is not the property of that Person but com­
mon to all three, yet has a special similarity to the property of that 
Person.7 

1 F. Bourassa, "Adoptive Sonship: Our Union with the Divine Persons", 
Theological Studies 13 (1952), p. 321. For St. Thomas's teaching on trinitarian 
appropriation see especially la, Q.39, aa.7-8. 
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As this definition indicates, the method of appropriation involves 
the ascription of certain essential attributes or activities to one 
divine person in particular even though, in virtue of the unity 
of essence which the three persons share, all such attributes and 
activities are predicable of them each individually. The appropria­
tion of a particular action or activity to one person is dictated 
either by the peculiar nature of that person's mode of procession 
or by the relation in which he stands to the other persons. The 
doctrine of trinitarian appropriations is the primary hermeneuti­
cal principle informing St. Thomas's understanding of creation 
as an act of the triune God. 

The Father Almighty 

The attribute St. Thomas especially appropriates to the Father 
is that of power or might. This appropriation is grounded in the 
fact that the Father is the fount or principle (principium) of the 
triune Godhead. As a corollary of this appropriation, St. Thomas 
particularly associates the Father with the creative act, even 
though this is a divine activity common to all three persons : 
" power which is supremely manifested in creation, is especially 
the Father's and so we stress that he is Creator." 8 Furthermore, 
the aspect of creative action that St. Thomas especially associates 
with the Father, in virtue of this appropriation, is that of efficient 
causality: "we think especially of the Father as efficient cause 
by the note of might." 9 

When applied to divine action or, more specifically, to the ac­
tivity of God the Father, the concept of efficient causality is vir­
tually synonymous, for St. Thomas, with the concept of creation 
itself. To create " is to cause or produce the existence of 
things." 1° Creation is not concerned with the modification of 
pre-existent matter. It is, rather, the absolute production or posit­
ing of the most basic and universal effect of all, namely, being 
or existence. Apart from the creative act, only God can be. 

s la, Q.45, a.6, ad.2. 
D la, Q.46, a.3. 
10 la, Q.45, a.6. 
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Prior to creation there existed absolutely nothing-except God. 
Creation is the "introduction of being entirely ... " 11 Conse­

quently, there is absolutely nothing which is not derived from the 
creative act. This, indeed, is the basic meaning of the concept 
of ' creation out of nothing ' ( creatio e.t" nihilo) endorsed by St. 
Thomas. As he states : 

... there is naught in being that is not from God, who is the all­
embracing cause of existence entire. That is why we are bound to 
infer that God brings things into existence from nothing.12 

The term ' creation out of nothing ' does not refer to any transi­
tion from one stage of being to another, Indeed, the notion of 
' change' is entirely eliminated from its meaning by St. Thomas. 
Thus ultimately, the notion of creation is a fundamentally rela­
tional one, and refers primarily to the relation of absolute depend­
ence that obtains between creation and God; it is " a certain re­
lation of the created thing, as a being that is dependent on the 
Creator for its existence." 13 In the absolute dependence of the 
creature upon God, the creative power of God the Father is most 
clearly visible and dynamically operative. 

The Creative Word 

St. Thomas clearly affirms that the ' word ' generated by the 
divine intellect is related to all creatures as the creative Word 
through whom all things are created. He does so upon the basis 
of an exemplarist understanding of the divine knowledge and 
intellect and by means of the appropriation of wisdom to the Son. 
Insofar as the Word proceeds by way of the same divine intel­
lect in which are contained the 'ideas ', archetypes or exemplars 
of all creatures, he is himself the divine Exemplar of all created 
reality.14 Concerning this essentially Christocentric understanding 

11 la, Q.45, a.1. 
12 la, Q.45, a.2. 
13 Comp. Theo!., I, 99 [quoted from Cornpendiurn of Theology, trans. C. 

Vollert (St. Louis : Herder, 1948) ] . 
14 See especially Contra Gentiles, IV, 11, 14; ibid., 13, 6/10; ibid., 42, 3; also 

la, Q.3, a.8, ad.2; la, Q.34, a.3; la, Q.56, a.2; la, Q.93, a.8, ad.4. 
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of creation Josef Pieper remarks that, for St. Thomas, " the same 
Christ who founded the New Creation is simultaneously the 
eternal archetype of the first creation." 15 

The analogy St. Thomas uses to illustrate how the Father 
creates all things through his Word is that of the craftsman who 
produces his artefact in accordance with the plan or idea of it 
which he possesses in his mind. Thus the exemplary ideas or 
archetypes of all created things reside in the Father's Logos. In 
this way the Word is the ' exemplary cause ' of all things. Indeed, 
for St. Thomas, ' creation through the Word' consists in things 
being "creatively thought by the Creator." 16 In likeness to the 
divine knowledge from which he is generated, the Word is "both 
expressive and causative with respect to creatures." 11 Therefore, 
" the being of things flows out from the Word as from an absolute 
starting point ... " 18 St. Thomas summarizes all this by main­
taining that the Word is the divine Wisdom through whom all 
things are created.19 

The appropriation of wisdom to the Son enables St. Thomas to 
relate directly one particular aspect of created reality to the crea­
tive activity of the Word, namely, its multiplicity and ordered 
diversity. Beginning from the premise that the purpose of crea­
tion is the production of a creaturely image of God's goodness, 
St. Thomas argues that the divine Wisdom, i.e., the Word, causes 
the universe to contain a hierarchy of diverse creaturely forms. 
The rationale for this is that a multiplicity of creatures constitutes 
a less inadequate image of the divine goodness than a single crea­
ture alone. Thus, because the Father's Word is the divine Wis­
dom through whom all things are created, creation is character­
ised by plenitude, order, structure and diversity, and is truly an 
image of God.20 Moreover, because it is grounded in the creativ-

15 The Silence of St. Thomas (New York: Pantheon Books, 1957), p. 31. 
16 See ibid., pp. 46-47; cf. p. 50. 
17 la, Q.34, a.3. 
18 la, Q.58, a.6. 
19 See la, Q.45, a.6, ad.2. 
20 See la, Q.47, aa.1 and 2. 
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ity of the divine Wisdom or Logos-who is the ultimate basis 
and source of all human cognition-creation is profoundly know­
able and intelligible; it is a cosmos pervaded by, and accessible to, 
'logos' or reason. 

St. Thomas's identification of the divine Word as the creative 
archetype or exemplar of all creatures has important consequences 
for our understanding of his approach to the problem of knowl­
edge of God, and in particular to the issue of creation in its 
significance for knowledge of God. It means that ultimately St. 
Thomas's affirmation of the created order as a source of knowl­
edge of God possesses an essentially trinitarian and Christocentric 
foundation. Although it may be justly doubted whether St. 
Thomas exploits to the full the trinitarian metaphysic underlying 
his theological epistemology of the created order, the materials 
for a radically trinitarian theology of nature, capable of providing 
the basis for a positive attitude of natural theology, are definitely 
present in his theology. 

Creator Spirit 

According to St. Thomas, the Spirit is none other than 
" the principle of the creation of things." 21 St. Thomas under­
stands the creative role of the Spirit primarily upon the basis of 
his wider views concerning God's love and goodness as the prin­
ciple and end of God's creative work. Working on the premiss 
that God is " supremely generous, because he does not act for 
his own benefit but simply to give of his own goodness ",22 St. 
Thomas defines God's goodness as the final cause of creation. 
The act in which God wills and loves his own goodness is itself 
the creative cause and motivating principle of all created being. 
Remembering St. Thomas's affirmations concerning the coinci­
dence of goodness and being, his statement, "God's love ... pours 
out and creates the goodness in things ",23 ultimately implies that 

21 Contra Gentiles, IV, 20, 2 [quoted from Contra Gentiles, ET in 5 vols. 
(Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1975) ]. 

221a, Q.44, a.4, ad.I. 
2s la, Q.20, a.2. 
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God's love is a dynamically creative love; i.e., it is "the cause of 
the principle of things." 24 The conclusion to this pattern of rea­
soning is that the Holy Spirit who proceeds as Love by way of 
the divine will, or by way of the love with which God loves his 
own goodness, is the Creator Spirit, the creative ground of all 
created reality. 

Because the Holy Spirit of Love is the Creator, creation, for 
St. Thomas, is not grounded in any necessity, indigency or in­
adequacy within the divine being itself. Rather, it derives purely 
from the love with which God loves his own goodness and gratui­
tously desires it to be diffused externally : 

By affirming that there is in him the procession of Love we show 
that he made creatures, not because he needed them, or because of 
any reason outside him, but from love of his own goodness.25 

Thus, knowledge of the triune God, especially that pertaining to 
the third person of the Holy Trinity, confirms and reinforces our 
knowledge of the sovereign freedom of the creative act and thus 
of the radical contingency of creatures-truths which both per­
tain primarily to the one God, the Creator. 

Just as the appropriation of power to the Father and wisdom 
to the Son enables St. Thomas, with the help of the Aristotelian 
theory of causality, to think of them as efficient and exemplary 
cause respectively, so also the appropriation of goodness to the 
Spirit 26 leads him to associate the Spirit especially with the no­
tion of final cause. The divine Spirit is the ' Life-Giver '; he is 
the one who " guides and quickens all things created by the 
Father through the Son ", and who " vivifies and guides all things 
to their fitting ends." 27 The end which all things tend toward 
is nothing other than the highest good, God himself. All things 
desire to share God's goodness as much as is possible for them 
according to their creaturely natures. It is towards this goal, i.e., 

24 Contra Gentiles, IV, 20, 2. 
25 la, Q.32, a.1, ad.3. 
26 See la, Q.39, a.8. 
27 See Contra Gentiles, IV, 20, 2; also la, Q.45, a.6, ad.2. 
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the divine goodness, that the Creator Spirit providentially di­
rects and orders all things. Moreover, in being directed by the 
Holy Spirit in this way, each creature, in its profoundest depths, 
is radically and ineradicably good. 

Up to now in this study we have been concerned with the theme 
of St. Thomas's trinitarian theology of creation primarily, though 
not exclusively, in so far as it concerns the agent of creation, God. 
We now turn to consider the meaning, for St. Thomas, of the 
triune creativity from the standpoint of the creature. We will 
seek to deal with this problem in his theology by examining St. 
Thomas's teaching concerning nature as vestigium Trinitatis. 

The 'trace of the Trinity' in nature 

St. Thomas is eager to affirm throughout his theology that 
creation is utterly incapable of providing us with the knowledge 
of God as triune. Yet, with St. Augustine, he contends that once 
God is shown, through revelation, as the triune cause of all things 
creation immediately can be recognized as the genuine effect of 
its triune Creator. To those who view creation with the eyes of 
faith, a vague mark, imprint or trace ( vestigium) of its trini­
tarian cause will be perceived as stamped upon it. 28 St. Thomas's 
reasoning here is parasitic upon his basic view of causality, ac­
cording to which : " Any effect somehow copies its cause." 29 Be­
cause, as faith informs us, creaturely realities are effects of a 
triune cause, they must in some way possess a trinitarian struc­
ture. With this assumption in mind, St. Thomas maintains that 
all creatures bear a trace of the Trinity ( vestigium Trinitatis) im­
printed upon their natures. This ' trinitarian trace ' is perceptible 
in creatures in so far as each is constituted as ( i) a subsisting, 
existing thing having (ii) definite form and intelligibility and 
(iii) as being inclined, ordered or related to another as its end. 
As such, each is grounded in, and reflects, the creativity of the 
triune God who as (i) the Father, the principle of the triune 
Godhead, is the efficient cause of existence; as (ii) the Son or 

2s See especially la, Q.45, a.7, 
w la, Q.45, a.7. 
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Word, is the exemplary cause of all form and intelligibility within 
the created universe, and who as (iii) the Holy Spirit, is the final 
cause of the inherent orientation of creation to its final end and 
good. 

It is evident that in his perception of a trace of the Trinity in 
nature St. Thomas is seeking to allow his doctrine of the Trinity 
to illumine his doctrine of creation. However, his intention is seri­
ously misunderstood if he is interpreted as endeavouring to estab­
lish or prove that creation has a threefold structure from the 
premiss that the Creator is triune. This becomes clear when it is 
observed that St. Thomas's conception of vestigium �T�r�i�n�~�t�a�t�i�s� 

immediately recalls his earlier description of created goodness as 
being constituted by "condition, form, and order." 30 Of course, 
such ontological characteristics as these are known not through 
faith and revelation, but through empirical investigation and ra­
tional research. Nevertheless, the full significance of this threefold 
structure of created being is perceived only when it is viewed in 
the light of faith in the triune God. It is then that it can be seen 
as a trace of the triune Creator. Thus the movement of thought 
in St. Thomas's doctrine of vestigium Trinitatis is from faith to 
a deeper understanding of what is known by reason. 

Although this threefold structure of created being, naturally 
knowable through reason, is unable to prove the truth of the doc­
trine of the Trinity, it does serve to illustrate the fundamental 
congruity existing between faith and human experience of the 
world. It acts as a confirmation of faith in the Trinity. Although 
not a demonstrative proof, it is a proof of the kind that 

. . . does not prove a principle conclusively but shows that its ac­
ceptance fits in with the observed effects . . . granted that one ac- · 
cepts the Trinity there are certain confirmations from the fittingness 
of things, yet not so much as may prove the Trinity of persons con­
clusively. 31 

As Thomas Gilby, O.P., remarks: 

30 la, Q.5, a.5. 
31 la, Q.32, a.1, ad.2. 
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We can assent to the mystery of the Trinity only because it is re­
vealed by God. But fides quaerens intellectum, we can meditate on 
it and perceive consonances in our experience. 32 

Thus, although inaccessible to reason, the doctrine of the Trinity 
is " not opposed to natural reason ", 33 but is in definite continuity 
with it. Indeed, it profoundly illumines the things of nature 
known by reason. 

St. Thomas's treatment of traces of the Trinity in nature per­
fectly exemplifies his basic principle that " the comings forth of 
the divine Persons are modulating causes and reasons in the doc­
trine of creation." 34 In his doctrine of vestigium Trinitatis the 
knowledge of the triune God mediated through grace and revela­
tion illumines, deepens and perfects the knowledge of the one God 
accessible through nature and reason. Thus, the trinitarian ontol­
ogy expressed in St. Thomas's description of nature as exhibiting 
traces of its triune Creator is not an element of his natural the­
ology, but rather is an integral aspect of what might be called an 
incipient ' trinitarian theology of nature ' in his thought. Such 
a theology of nature seeks to view the world of creation from the 
specific perspective of faith in the triune God who is made known 
through grace and revelation. As E. L. Mascall remarks con­
cerning the concept of creation as a vestigium Trinitatis: 

... this discernment of a trinitarian structure in creation is not the 
product of natural theology at all, but arises from a deliberate re­
flection upon the created world from the standpoint of the Christian 
revelation. 35 

We might add, however, that although the ' discernment of a 
trinitarian structure in creation' is definitely not the product of 
natural theology, but rather of a trinitarian theology of nature, 
is it not also the case-as we have maintained it is, at least im-

a2 Quoted from Summa Theologiae, Blackfriars edition, vol. 8, p. 58, note 
(e). 

aa Contra Gentiles, IV, 1, 10. 
34 la, Q.45, a.7, ad.3. 
35 He Who Is, new edition (London: Darton, Longman, and Todd, 1966), p. 

185. 
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plicitly, in the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas-that a trinitarian 
theology of nature is itself capable of providing a theological ra­
tionale and basis for the enterprise of natural theology? For if 
creation derives from the creativity of the triune God, Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit, then will it not naturally point beyond itself 
in its contingency to the unoriginate Father, the ground and 
abyss of all being; will not the creative, revelatory Word of the 
Father resound throughout every atom of its intelligible form, 
thus constituting it as an inherently 'theophanic ' reality, and will 
not the creative Spirit of Father and Son be at work in its secret 
depths-especially those of the human spirit, even in its sinful 
flight from God-ordering and orientating all things to their 
Creator? Although, of couse, it is not true that an acceptance 
of the validity of natural theology is a necessary condition of a 
trinitarian theology-Karl Barth's theology being a good case in 
point-nor that a trinitarian theology of nature is the only basis 
for a Christian theological legitimation of natural theology, yet it 
may justly be claimed that a theological perspective which seeks 
to view the created order in the light of faith in the triune God 
its Creator offers us the best and most secure foundation upon 
which to construct a theological rationale for such a precarious, 
yet vitally necessary, enterprise as natural theology. 

In conclusion, therefore, we may say that although for St. 
Thomas the doctrine of creation is primarily concerned with what 
pertains to the ' one God ', his theological view of the created 
order is nevertheless definitely informed and illumined by his 
doctrine of the Trinity. In the final analysis, nature or creation, 
for St. Thomas, is only fully intelligible in the light of the triune 
God of grace. The grace which reveals to us the reality of the 
triune Creator in whom we live, move and have our being, bathes 
all creation in its revelatory light, rendering visible to faith na­
ture's profoundest depths and meaning, otherwise hidden from 
the eye of reason. 
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Introduction: Christian-Muslim Dialogue 
and the Incarnation 

THE TWO largest religions in the world, Christianity 
and Islam cannot help but encounter each other. In the 
last two decades, several important steps have been made 

by Catholics, Protestants and Orthodox Christians to engage in 
meaningful dialogue with members of the Islamic faith.1 While 
sincerity, mutual respect and good will are all in evidence in these 
efforts to dialogue, it also is clear that an authentic theological 
discussion between Christians and Muslims cannot help but 
arouse a certain degree of tension over the Christian doctrine of 
the Incarnation. In my own experience in dialogue with Mus­
lims, 2 there seems to emerge a point in which discussion of Jesus 
the prophet vs. Jesus the Incarnate Word of God will inevitably 
take place. Such discussions can prove to be stimulating and edu­
cational. However, they tend to go best when there is an honest 
and open acknowledgement of the differences that exist between 

1 A good summary of Catholic and Protestant efforts can be found in John 
Renard, " Christian-Muslim Dialogue: A Review of Six Post-Vatican II, 
Church-Related Documents," Journal of Ecunmenical Studies 23 :1, Winter, 
1986: 69-89. On the Orthodox Christian dialogue with Muslims, see Orthodox 
Christians and Muslims, ed. N. M. Vaporis (Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross 
Orthodox Press, 1986). 

2 I have visited Saudi Arabia and Bahrain as a Joseph J. Malone Fellow 
with the National Council of U.S.-Arab Relations, and I was a member of 
the Christian-Muslim Dialogue Commission of the Austin Metropolitan Minis­
tries in Austin, Texas. 
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the two traditions. As Georges Anawati, a Catholic Islamicist; 
notes : " As a starting point, dialogue requires respect for the 
identity of the other. It does not ignore obvious differences ... 
for to do so would be of no use for ·either friendship or truth." 3 

A Muslim scholar, Professor Mohammed Taibi of the University 
of Tunis, likewise remarks that " the more one is firm about the 
classical aspects of divergence, the better the contacts between 
Christians and Muslims." 4 

At issue in the Christian-Muslim discussion of the Incarnation 
is the unique character of each faith. In Islam, there is the ab­
solute affirmation of divine unity ( tawhid) which necessarily 
condemns any attempt to associate something other than God 
with God (shirk). Christianity, though, has as one of its central 
tenets the affirmation that the uncreated Word of God (ho logos) 
became flesh ( sarx) in Jes us (John 1 : 14) . Islam, therefore, pre­
sents a unique challenge to the Christian theologian. Is it possible 
to formulate a Christology which can affirm the Islamic principle 
of tawhid and evade the accusation of shirk without compromis­
ing the core of the Christian message? This is the question this 
article hopes to address. 

One suggestion for Christians in dialogue with Muslims is given 
by Hans Kiing in his book Christianity and the World Religions.5 

Kiing believes that Christians would do best to go back to the 
mindset of the original Jewish Christians who possessed an un­
derstanding of Jesus which is much more compatible with the 
Qur'anic view of Jesus as the "servant of God." 6 While Kiing's 
suggestion is helpful for Christians who are looking for an anal­
ogy to the Islamic view of Jesus, I find it problematical for sev­
eral reasons. Kiing seems to suggest that the Jesus of history (as 

s Georges Anawati, 0.P., "An Assessment of the Christian-Islamic Dia­
logue," in The Vatican, Islam and the Middle East, ed. Kail Ellis, O.S.A. 
(Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1987), p. 59. 

4 Ibid., p. 65. 
5 Hans Kung, Christi"anity and the World Religions: Paths of Dialogue 

with Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, trans. Peter Heinegg (New York: 
Doubleday, 1986), pp. 109-130. 

a Ibid., p. 122. 
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well as the Jesus of the New Testament) is quite separate from 
the Christ of the ecumenical councils. Such an assertion, though, 
does not find support from many Christian theologians and 
biblical scholars (not to mention church authorities).1 Moreover, 
Kiing appears to have an ambivalence regarding the normative 
status of the ecumenical councils for Christians. On the one hand, 
he states that " he can accept the truth of the great Christological 
councils from Nicea to Chalcedon" (p. 127), yet he scolds the 
Hellenistic Church for its suppression of the Ebionites who did 
not go along with its " increasingly exaggerated Christology " (p. 
123). Which Christology does Kiing accept: that of the Ebio­
nites or that of the Hellenistic Church (i.e. Nicea and Chal­
cedon)? I agree with Kiing that the Christology of the Qur'an 
is closer to some preconciliar understandings of Christ. However, 
if Christians are to have dialogue with Muslims today, they 
should be willing to present their faith in all its fullness. 

My own position is that Christian dialogue with Muslims can­
not take place unless one is willing to be clear about one's be­
liefs. I understand Nicea and Chalcedon to be normative for 
Catholic and Orthodox Christianity. I also know that the Symbol 
of Nicea-Constantinople clearly affirms that Jesus is the " only­
begotten Son of God, generated from the Father before all ages, 
Light from Light, true God from true God " who became " in­
carnate by the Holy Spirit from the Virgin Mary." These words, 
I believe, are recited with conviction from the lips of not only 
Catholics and Orthodox but also those of the Anglican, Meth­
odist, Lutheran and Presbyterian communions. Thus, the In­
carnation is a solemn doctrine of the Christian faith and should 
be presented as such in dialogue with Muslims. 

One of the purposes of interreligious dialogue is the attainment 
of a deepened self-understanding in the light of one's encounter 
with the viewpoint of another tradition. Dialogue helps to clarify 

7 For example, Raymond Brown is willing to acknowledge that "there is a 
solid biblical precedent for calling Jesus God " even though "we must be cau­
tious to evaluate this usage in terms of the New Testament ambiance." See 
Raymond Brown, Jesus God and Man (New York: Macmillan, 1967), p. 38. 
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the core beliefs of each faith while at the same time establishing 
points of convergence and divergence. In the case of Christian­
Muslim dialogue, discussion of the Incarnation can lead to a 
clearer understanding of how the two traditions differ and why. 
Such a dialogue might help Christians come to a deeper apprecia­
tion of the Islamic faith through the realization that the Muslim 
rejection of the Incarnation is based on deeply felt convictions 
that emerge from theological concerns that Christians also share 
in common. Such a dialogue might also increase the Muslim re­
spect for the Christian faith through the recognition that the 
Christian articulation of the Incarnation has always tried to be 
sensitive to the same theological concerns that cause Muslims to 
reject the doctrine. 

The Quranic Rejection of the Incarnation 

Probably the most fundamental reason for the Muslim rejec­
tion of the Incarnation is that the idea of Jesus' divine filiation 
appears to be explicitly rejected in the Qur'an. While the Trinity 
and the Incarnation are the two foundational dogmas of the 
Christian faith, for Muslims these two teachings are understood 
as false teachings that threaten divine unity. Thus, we read in 
the Qur'an: " Say: He is God the One and only; God, the Eter­
nal, Absolute; He begetteh not, nor is he begotten and there is 
none like unto Him " ( 112 : 1-4). 8 Such a statement seems to be 
a direct contradiction of the Nicene Creed which speaks of Jesus 
as "eternally begotten of the Father." 

The idea of God begetting a son is rejected in the Qur'an as 
an affront to the divine majesty: " It is not befitting to (the 
majesty) of God that he should beget a son" (19:35). More­
over, we are told: " To Him is due the primal origin of the 
heavens and the earth: How can He have a son when He hath 
no consort ? " ( 6 : 101 ) . 

s The Holy Qur'an, trans. A. Yusuf Ali (Brentwood, .Maryland: Anama 
Corp., 1983), p, 1806. Since all subsequent citations of the Qur'an are taken 
from Ali's translation, they will henceforth be noted simply by surah and 
verse. 
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Christians are also said to be in error when they make the claim 
of divine filiation: " In blasphemy indeed are those that say that 
God is Christ the son of Mary. Say: 'Who then hath the least 
power against God if His \II/ill were to destroy Christ, the son of 
Mary, his mother and all-everyone that is on earth? For to 
God belongeth the dominion of the heavens and the earth, and 
all that is between ' " ( 5 : 17). The outrage of the Christian 
heresy is further emphasized: " The Jews call U zair a son of God, 
and the Christians call Christ a son of God. This is a saying 
from their mouth; (In this) they but imitate what the unbelievers 
of old used to say. God's curse be on them: how they are deluded 
away from the truth! ... And (they take as their Lord) Christ 
the son of Mary; yet they were commanded to worship but one 
God: there is no God but He. Praise and glory to Him. (Far 
is He) from having the partners they associate (with Him)" 
(9:30-31). 

Who then was Jesus? The Qur'an makes this clear: " Christ 
the son of Mary was no more than an apostle; many were the 
apostles that passed away before him. His mother was a woman 
of truth. They both had to eat their daily food" ( 5 :75). While 
the identity of Jesus as the Son of God is rejected, the Qur'an 
testifies to the uniqueness and importance of Jesus by the recog­
nition of his birth to the Virgin Mary ( 3 :47), his working of 
miracles (by God's leave), and his mysterious ascension to God 
in heaven (3:55 and 4:158). Probably the most famous 
Qur'anic teaching on Jesus is found in 4 :171: "0 People of the 
Book! Commit no excesses in your religion: nor say of God 
aught but the truth. Christ Jesus the son of Mary was (no more 
than) an apostle of God, and His Word, which He bestowed on 
Mary and a Spirit proceeding from Him : so believe in God and 
His apostles. Say not 'Trinity': desist: It will be better for you. 
For God is only one God: Glory be to Him: (Far Exalted is He) 
above having a son." 

The Qur'an also seems to assert that Jesus never claimed to be 
divine or to demand worship from his followers: 
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And behold! God will say: " 0 Jesus the son of Mary! Didst thou 
say unto men; worship me and my mother as gods in degradation of 
God?" He will say: " Glory to Thee! Never could I say what I had 
no right (to say). Had I said such a thing, Thou wouldst indeed 
have known it. Thou knowest what is in my heart, though I know 
not what is in Thine. For Thou knowest in full all that is hidden. 
Never said I to them aught except what Thou didst command me 
to say, to wit, ' Worship God, my Lord and your Lord; ' and I was 
a witness over them whilst I dwelt amongst them when Thou didst 
take me up, thou wast the Watcher over them, and Thou are a wit­
ness to all things " ( 5 : 116-1 

In the Qur'an, therefore, Jesus is understood to be an important 
apostle or messenger ( rasul) sent to the children of Israel to 
bring the Gospel which contains " guidance and light " ( 5 :46). 
His miraculous birth from the Virgin Mary shows him to be of 
similtude to Adam who was likewise created by the divine com­
mand: "Be" (3 :59). The Qur'an also seems to deny Jesus' 
death by crucifixion: " But they killed him not nor crucified him, 
but so it was made to appear to them" ( 4 :157). A common 
interpretation of this text is that God would not allow a prophet 
as great as Jesus to suffer such a horrible death. Jesus plays an 
important role as a messenger who confirms the Law which pre­
cedes him yet predicts the coming of an apostle after him named 
"Ahmed" (61 :6). 

While the followers of Jesus are said to have " compassion and 
mercy in their hearts," there are also among them many " rebel­
lious transgressors " ( 57 :27). This might help to explain the 
ambivalence of the Qur'an towards Christians. On the one hand, 
Christians are said to be nearest to the believers (Muslims) in 
love because among them are " men devoted to learning and men 
who have renounced the world, and they are not arrogant " 
( 5 :82) . On the other hand, Muslims are warned not to take 
] ews and Christians as " friends and protectors " since " they are 
but friends and protectors of each other " ( 5 :51). While Chris­
tians are given stern warnings about excesses in religion (e.g. 
4 : 171 and 9 :30-31), they are also given an apparent assurance 
of salvation if they but believe in God, the last day and do good 
deeds (2 :62 and 5 :69). 
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Rejection of the Incarnation in the Muslim 
Theological Tradition 

As we have seen, the Qur'an rejects the belief of the Incarna­
tion because such a doctrine threatens the majesty and unity of 
God and also because Jesus never claimed to be anything other 
than God's servant and messenger. The question, of course, 
needs to be raised as to whether the Qur'an accurately portrays 
the Christian dogma of the Incarnation and whether what it con­
demns is the orthodox Christian understanding of Jesus as the 
Incarnate Word. What can be said for now, though, is that even 
when Muslims came in contact with Christians and became more 
conversant with Christian points of view, they continued to resist 
the whole notion of the Incarnation. 9 In a debate between the 
Syrian, Mar Timothy (the Patriarch of Antioch) and the Caliph 
Mahdi held in 781, the Caliph shows an awareness of the Trinity 
as Father, Son and Spirit rather than as God, Jesus and Mary 
as the Qur'an might suggest.10 In this same debate, Timothy also 
clearly explains to the Caliph the Christian understanding of the 
Incarnation as one person with two natures, a divine nature which 
belongs to the �~�t�e�r�n�a�l� Word and a human nature taken from 
Mary. The Caliph, though, responds by repeating the Qur'anic 
assertions that God cannot beget a son and that Jesus is only a 
"servant of God." 11 

Although Christian presentations of Orthodox formulations of 
the Trinity and the Incarnation did not prevent Muslims from 
rejecting these Christian doctrines, such discussions helped to 
spawn subsequent Islamic controversies over the reality of the 
divine attributes and the uncreated Qur'an.12 In a fictional de­
bate between a Christian and a Muslim composed by John of 

9 Harry Austryn Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), pp. 310-311. 

10 Ibid., p. 311. The full text of this debate can be found in "The Apology 
of Timothy before the Caliph Mahdi," trans. and ed. Alphonse Mingana in 
Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, Manchester, England (Jan. 1928): 137-
298. 

11 See Surah 4 :171 and 19 :30. 
12 See Wolfson, pp. 234-354. 
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Damascus in the mid-eighth century, the Christian " is advised 
to wrest from the Muslim the admission that Jesus is called in 
the Koran ( 4 : 169, 171 ) the Word ( kalimah) in the sense of the 
pre-existent Christ, just as the Koran is called in it the Word of 
God in the sense of a pre-existent Koran." 13 While John of 
Damascus asserts that the denial of the uncreated Qur'an is here­
tical for Muslims, it is also clear that some Muslims argued 
against the uncreatedness of the Qur'an by comparing this doc­
trine to the Christian claim that " Jes us the son of Mary was not 
created ( mahluk) because he was the Word of God." 14 

This internal Muslim controversy over the uncreatedness of the 
Qur'an, though, did not make Muslims any more sympathetic to 
the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation. It is clear from the 
writings of John of Damascus that Christians were called asso­
ciators ( al-mushrikun) by their Muslim opponents in �S�y�r�i�a�. �1 �~� 

The basic argument was that Christians associate another god 
with God by claiming that Christ is the son of God.16 This was 
understood to be a violation of the strict warning in the Qur'an: 
" 0 my son! Join not in worship (others) with God : for false 
worship is indeed the highest wrongdoing" (31 :13). 

While the appeal to the Qur'an remains central in Islamic 
polemics against Christian doctrines, it is also apparent that some 
Muslims have preferred to take a more apologetic approach in 
dealings with their Christian neighbors. This is the case with 
Al-Hashimi, who writes an apologetic discourse ( c. 820) designed 
to attract Christians to the truth of Islam. Al-Hashimi states 
that he is writing in a spirit of peace and affection.17 He then pro­
ceeds to show that he is familiar with both the Old and New 

·13 Ibid., p. 242. The text of John of Damascus is called Disputatio Saracen.4 
et Christiani (PG 96, 1341). 

14 Ibid., pp. 240'-242. The words are those of Caliph Ma'mun (786-833). 
15 Ibid., p. 243 and 318-319. See also St. John of Damascus "On Heresies" 

in St. John of Damascus: Writings, trans. F. H. Chase (New York: Fathers 
of the Church, 1958), p. 155. 

16 Surah 9 :30. 
17 Georges Anawati, "Polemique, apo!ogie et dialogue Islamo-Chretiens: 

positions classiques, medievales et positions contemporaines, Euntes Docete 22 
( 1969) : 380-381. 
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Testaments as well as the three major Christian confessions: the 
Melkites, the J acobites and the N estorians. Rather than begin 
with a direct attack upon Christian beliefs, Al-Hashimi prefers 
instead to outline the strong points of Islam : strict monotheism, 
the examples of Abraham and Muhammad, the discipline of the 
five pillars and the peace of heart that it brings. This irenic tone, 
though, is soon broken by a string of accusations he applies to 
his opponent. Thus, he states that Christians are guilty of in­
fidelity ( kufr), error ( dalal), wickedness ( shaqawa) and calam­
ity ( bala) by their persistence in calling God Father, Son and 
Spirit and in " adoring the cross." 18 He also is amazed that 
Christians can actually believe in something " so vile ( khasasa) 
as to affirm the divinity of Christ." 19 

There is also another aspect to Al-Hashimi's polemic against 
Christianity which deserves mention. This is the claim that the 
Christian scriptures have undergone alteration or corruption 
( tahrif). 20 By this accusation of tahrif, Al-Hashimi and many 
subsequent Muslims have been able to undercut any attempt by 
Christians to appeal to the New Testament as proof for the In­
carnation or the divinity of Christ. For Muslims, the Qur'an is 
a more reliable source about the truth of Jesus' identity than the 
New Testament.21 

During the ninth century, Muslim polemics against the 
Christian doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation begin to 

1s Ibid., p. 382. 
19 Ibid. 
20 This aspect of Al-Hashimi's polemic is clear from the strong defense of 

the integrity of the New Testament by his Christian respondent, al-Kindi. It 
is interesting to note that Kindi levels the same accusation of corruption 
against the Qur'an. See Ibid., p. 391. 

21 While Muslims acknowledge the divine origin of the Gospel (Injil) re­
vealed to and taught by the historical Jesus, they frequently assert that the 
Gospel spoken of in the Qur'an is not the same as the four Gospels of the New 
Testament. See appendix III in Yusuf Ali's edition of the Qur'an, p. 287 
where it is stated that the Jnjil of the Qur'an "is not the four Gospels now 
received as canonical". Most Muslims, though, believe that the Gospels of the 
New Testament contain some elements of the true Injil and many true teach­
ings of Jesus. On this question, though, there seem to be varying Muslim 
opinions. 
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take on a new aspect: that of logical refutation. Muslims during 
the reign of the Caliph Ma'mun (813-833) show a familiarity 
with the logical writings of Aristotle. Thus, the Muslim philos­
opher al-Kindi (d. 873) makes use of both the Metaphysics and 
the Topics of Aristotle in his attempt to show the logical incon­
sistency of the Christian Trinity. 22 Kindi's basic argument is that 
the three persons or hypostases of the Trinity are understood to 
be individuals ( ashhas) which have properties peculiar to each. 
Such a distinction between properties implies composition and 
anything composed cannot be eternal. Hence, the three persons 
of the Trinity cannot be eternal yet they are asserted to be eternal 
by Christians. This reveals a logical inconsistency in the doctrine 
of the Trinity. 

Needless to say, Christians attempted to answer these charges 
of logical inconsistency by means of their own apologetics and 
logic. For example, the Christian Yahya Ibn 'Adi (d. 974) 
argues that the Trinity does not involve any logical contradiction 
since God " is said to be ' one ' from one point of view (jihah) 
or aspect ( wajh), that is to say with reference to ' substance,' and 
He is said to be ' three ' from another point of view or aspect, 
that is to say, with reference to 'hypostases.'" 23 Another Chris­
tian who defended his faith in response to Islamic criticisms was 
the Melkite bishop Paul of Antioch (fl. c. 1140-1180).24 In his 
"Letter to Some Muslim Friends" written in Arabic, Paul 
shows a thorough understanding of the Qur'an as well as the 
Islamic objections to Christian teachings. Of the Muslim theo­
logians who wrote responses to this letter, probably the most 
notable is Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328). 

The theology of Ibn Taymiyya is very important in the history 
of Islam. Although a member of a Sufi order, Ibn Taymiyya is 

22 Wolfson, pp. 320-327. 
2a Ibid., p. 327. 
24 On Paul of Antioch, see A Muslim Theologian's Response to Christianity: 

lbn Taymiyya's Al-Jawab Al-Sahih, trans. and ed. Thomas F. Michel, S.J. 
(Delmar, N.Y.: Caravan Books, 1984) and Muzammil H. Siddiqi, "Muslim 
and Byzantine Christian Relations: Letter of Paul of Antioch and Ibn Tay­
miyah's Response," in Orthodox Christians and Muslims, ed. N.M. Vaporis 
(Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1986), pp. 33-45. 
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well-known as an opponent of what he understood to be unortho­
dox Sufism and philosophy.25 Thus, in his massive polemic 
against Christianity entitled " The correct answer to those who 
changed the religion of Christ (Al-Jawab al Sahih li Man Baddal 
Din al-Masih)", Ibn Taymiyya not only points out the errors of 
the Christian dogmas of the Trinity and the Incarnation but also 
the errors of the Muslim extremists found among the Sufis and 
the philosophers. His overriding concern, of course, is to pre­
serve the true message of the prophets of the unity and trans­
cendence of God. In his theological language, Ibn Taymiyya tries 
to achieve balance and truth in support of authentic piety. His 
effort, as Thomas Michel S.J. explains, is 

to aichieve tanzih (proper expression of divine transcendence) with­
out ta'til (exaggeration of divine transcendence which denies divine 
contact with the universe), tamthil (proper expression of divine im­
manence) without tashhih (an understanding of divine immanence 
which makes God essentially united with or dependent upon the 
created universe), personal devotional piety without hulul (the in­
dwelling of God in a human person), iUihiad (union or identification 
of God with either a created being or the universe), or mulamasa 
(intermingling of God in creation or in a created person) .26 

Ibn Taymiyya's polemic against Christianity is not simply a 
response to Paul of Antioch but also an apology in defense of the 
superiority of Islam. In this respect, he argues that Judaism is 
essentially a religion of the law based on justice ('adl) and Chris­
tianity is essentially a religion of grace based on charity (fadl). 
Judaism and Christianity by themselves are incomplete. Islam 
is the most perfect of the three religions because it combines law 
and justice with grace and charity.27 Ibn Taymiyya also insists, 
against the arguments of Paul of Antioch, that Muhammad's 
prophetic role is foretold in both the Old and New Testaments 
and that his prophethood is confirmed by numerous miracles. 28 

25 The Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: MacMillan, 
1987), S.v. "Ibn Taymiyah," by George Makdisi. 
the glossary, pp. 455-459. 

26 Michel, p. 3. The explanation of these Arabic terms is given by Michel in 
27 See Siddiqi, pp. 44-45 and Michel, pp. 351-369. 
2s Siddiqi, pp. 44-45; Michel, pp. 173-181. 
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In his rejection of the Incarnation, Ibn Taymiyya repeats the 
familiar Muslim accusation of shirk 29 and argues that Christians 
cannot prove the Incarnation from their scriptures because of 
their alteration of original texts ( tahrif al-laf z) and their incor­
rect interpretations of the present texts ( tahrif al-ma'na) .30 To 
these accusations of shirk and tahrif, he adds the errors of hulul 
(divine indwelling) and ittihad (union of God and a created 
thing). 

Ibn Taymiyya argues that it is possible to speak of hulul in 
the sense of divine intimacy and love without eliminating the 
essential distinction between Creator and creature. As he writes : 

By hulul, rather is meant the presence of faith in God and knowledge 
of Him, love and remembrance of him, worship of Him, His light 
and His guidance. This may be expressed as an indwelling of the 
intellective representation ( al-inithal al-'ilnii) as is mentioned in the 
Qur'an (6:3, 30:28). To God belong the highest representations in 
the hearts of the dwellers in the heavens and the dwellers of earth.31 

Ibn Taymiyya has no problem with the experience of God's 
nearness as long as a clear distinction is made between the divine 
essence and our own. Likewise, he believes that it is possible to 
speak of a union with God in will and action in the sense that 
" the believer only desires what God desires, only hates what He 
hates, only does what He commands etc." 32 This is union with 
God in the metaphorical sense and not in the literal sense of es­
sentialistic identity. Ibn Taymiyya points out passages in both 
the Bible and the Qur'an which suggest hulul and ittihad.33 He 
maintains, though, that these passages must be understood in the 
proper sense. In no way can they be used in support of the di­
vinity of Christ since the same language of divine indwelling is 
used for others besides Jesus. 34 

29 Michel, pp. 245-246. 
30 Ibid., pp. 113-115 and 213-217. 
31 Quoted in Ibid., p. 126. 
s2 Ibid., p. 126. 
as Ibid., pp. 288-301 and 323-324. 
M This point is most clearly stated in Ibid., p. 299. 
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Ibn Taymiyya accuses both Christians and Muslim Sufis like 
Al-Hallaj and Al-Tilimsani of incorrectly understanding the 
meanings of hulul and ittihad. 35 His polemic is equally strong 
against those philosophers like Ibn Arabi who propose a system 
of wahdat al-wujud (the affirmation of the principle of the unity 
of existence). 36 According to Ibn Taymiyya, true tawhid de­
mands a denial of any imperfections in God as well as the affirma­
tion of the radical dissimilarity of God to creation. Christians 
violate true tawhid by their assertion of the specific union ( ittihad 
khass) of the uncreated God with the human being Jesus. Some 
misguided Sufis are also guilty of erroneous ittihad by claiming 
that God unites with certain holy individuals like Al-Hallaj. 
Even worse than the Christians, though, are those Sufis and 
philosophers who claim a general union ( ittihad 'amm) of God 
with the whole universe. Thus, Ibn Taymiyya's harshest criti­
cism is directed against people like Al-Tilimsani, who maintain 
that the divine presence should not be recognized simply in some 
individuals and objects but in everything.87 According to Ibn 
Taymiyya, both these heretical Muslims as well as the Christians 
compromise divine unity and transcendence by their erroneous 
understandings of hulul and ittihad. 

The arguments of theologians like Ibn Taymiyya are still dis­
cernable in contemporary Muslim polemics against the Christian 
doctrine of the Incarnation. For example, in a popular book pub­
lished by the International Islamic Federation of Student Organi­
zations entitled Islam and Christianity,38 we find the familiar ac­
cusation of tahrif in the New Testament (pp. 1-8), the claim that 
the New Testament predicts the coming of Muhammad (pp. 13-
14), the assertion that Biblical texts have been misunderstood by 
Christians (p. 30 and pp. 35-41), the use of Qur'anic texts to 
refute the Trinity and the Incarnation (pp. 33-34 and 38-41) and 

u Ibid., pp. 8-14. 
86 Ibid., pp. 5-8. 
31 Ibid., pp. 8-9. 
38 Mrs. Ulfat Asiz-us-Samad, Islam and Christianity (Safat, Kuwait: 

Sahaba Islamic Press, 1405A.H./1985 A.D.) 
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the apologetic in defense of the superiority of the Islamic religion 
(pp. 54-90). This text also makes an appeal to common-sense 
reason to recognize that the Incarnation violates the perfection of 
God: 

Reason refuses to accept a man who was born of a woman, suffered 
from human wants, ignorance and limitations, and gradually grew in 
stature, power and wisdom like all other human beings, as God. To 
put human limitations upon God and to believe in His incarnation in 
a human body is to deny the perfection of God.39 

This text goes on to suggest that the doctrine of the Incarnation 
was taken over from paganism and pre-Christian mythologies 
with specific mention of Hinduism and its belief in " Rama and 
Krishna as incarnations of Vishnu, the second person of the 
Hindu Trinity." 40 

Among Muslim scholars of today, we also find an echo of 
many of the traditional objections to the Incarnation as well as 
some interesting speculations. Fazlur Rahman, for example, re­
peats the Qur'anic passages dealing with Jesus and concludes 
that" the unacceptability of Jesus' divinity and the Trinity is in­
controvertible, as is the fact that Jesus and his followers are re­
garded as exceptionally charitable and self-sacrificing." 41 Rah­
man goes on to explain that the "Qur'an would most probably 
have no objections to the Logos having become flesh if the Logos 
were not simply identified with God and the identification were 
understood less literally." 42 From what Rahman says here, it 
seems as if Islam could be compatible with an Arian Christology­
though not the Christology of Nicea, Constantinople, Ephesus 
and Chalcedon. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr likewise restates the Qur'anic objections 
to the Trinity and the Incarnation but goes on to give a more 

39 Ibid., p. 38. 
4o Ibid. 
41 Fazlur Rahman, " The People of the Book and the Diversity of 'Reli­

gions,'" in Christianity Through Non-Christian Eyes, ed. Paul J. Griffiths 
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1990), p. 109. 

42 Ibid. 
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philosophical explanation for the Islamic resistance to these dog­
mas. As he writes : 

Since Islam is based on the Absolute and not its manifestations and 
seeks to return Abrahamic monotheism to its original purity as the 
religion of the One, any emphasis upon a particular manifestation of 
the One in the direction of the many is seen by Islam as a veil cast 
upon the plenary reality of Divine Unity which Islam seeks to assert 
so categorically and forcefully. Therefore, the trinitarian doctrine ... 
is rejected by the Islamic perspective ... Likewise, the idea of a Di­
vine Descent in the form of an incarnation is excluded from the 
Islamic point of view.43 

While Nasr clearly rejects the traditional orthodox under­
standing of the Trinity, he is willing to speculate that Islam could 
accept an interpretation of the Trinity " which would consider 
the persons of the Trinity to be " aspects " or " Names " of God 
standing below His Essence which, being the Absolute, must be 
One without condition and above all relations." 44 Understood in 
Christian theological language, this seems to suggest that Islam 
could be compatible with various Trinitarian formulations that 
came to be understood as heretical or inadequate: namely, 
Sabellian modalism and Subordinationism. 

Nasr' s refiections on Christianity bear a strong resemblance to 
those of Frithjof Schuon, the Swiss philosopher and author of 
The Transcendent Unity of Religions ( 1953). Schuon under­
stands the question of the two natures of Christ to be an attempt 
to articulate the relationship of the relative to the Absolute. 
While Nasr' s language seems more overtly Islamic, Scl1Uon 
(even though a convert to Islamic Sufism), is willing to under­
stand Christ " as the Absolute entered into relativity" and an 
expression of the " Presence" of "the Uncreated \!Vord." 45 

The ability of Nasr and Selmon to develop a positive apprecia­
tion (though not complete acceptance) of the doctrine of Incarna-

43 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, "The Islamic View of Christianity," in Christianity 
Through Non-Christian Eyes, p. 128. 

44 Ibid. 
45 Frithjof Schoun, Christianity/Islam: Essays on Esoteric Ecumenism, 

trans. G. Polit (Bloomington, Indiana: World Wisdom Books, 1985), p. 64. 
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tion is due in no small way to their affinity for the mystical side 
of Islam. We see the same impulse present in another contem­
porary Muslim scholar, Mahmoud Ayoub. In a talk given in 
1989 at the Muslim-Christian Colloquium in Toronto, Ayoub 
observes: 

We may also through the mystical traditions of both our faiths see 
the actual role of Jesus-and I would say, in that sense, of prophets 
and friends of God, in both faiths-that the word of God, the char­
acter of God, becomes revealed in the life of an individual in order 
to raise us to a divine level of living, of thinking, of being. Here 
perhaps the Orthodox notion of theosis may be helpful: that Jesus 
who in his supreme way manifested the divine will and power in a 
human life, also draws us to that level so that we, like him, can be­
come divine. 46 

In another setting, Ayoub compares the role of Jesus as Word 
of God in Christianity to the role of the Qur'an as Word of God in 
Islam. While noting that no Muslim has ever asserted that the 
Qur'an is God, Ayoub nevertheless observes that the Christian 
assertion that " the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us " 
(John 1 : 14) is parallel to the Muslim belief that " the eternal 
Qur'an was made a book and entered into our time and his­
tory." 47 In both cases there is the expression of the humanity of 
God's revelation. 

Ayoub, Schoun and Nasr may represent a more mystical side 
to Islam which can come to a better appreciation of the Christian 
doctrine of the Incarnation than the more tradition-bound posi­
tion of Ibn Taymiyya. In this sense, they echo the insight of the 
Persian mystic Sa'd ud Din Mahmud Shabistari ( c. 1250-1320) 
who in his Mystic Rose Garden writes: 

46 Mahmoud Ayoub, "Divine Revelation and the Person of Jesus Christ," 
lecture given at the Muslim-Christian Colloquium, March 31-April 2, 1989 in 
Toronto, Canada, transcribed and reprinted in the Newsletter of Christian­
Muslim Relations, No. 43 (July, 1990) : 4-5. 

47 Mahmoud Ayoub, " The Word of God in Islam," in Orthodox Christians 
and Islam, p. 73. 
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In Christianity the end I see is purification from self, deliverance 
from the yoke of bondage. The blessed portal of Unity is the sanctu­
ary of the soul, which is the nest of the Everlasting-the Simurg. 
This doctrine was taught by God's spirit (Jesus), who proceeded 
from the Blessed Spirit.48 

Traditional Christian Attitudes Toward Islam 

The history of Christian responses to the challenge of Islam 
manifests two basic approaches : the polemical and the irenic. In 
the category of the polemical, we can locate thinkers like John of 
Damascus (c. 652-749), Niketas of Byzantium (842-912), 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), and Ludovico Maracci ( 1612-
1700). In the irenic tradition, mention can be made of Paul of 
Antioch (ft. c. 1140-1180), Hildebrand (Pope Gregory VII from 
1073-1085), Ramon Marti ( c. 1220-1286), Ramon Lull ( c. 
1232-1316), and Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464).49 In the twen­
tieth century, the great Catholic Islamicists-Louis Massignon 
( 1883-1962) and Miguel Asin Palacios ( 1871-1944 )-also ex­
press an irenic approach towards Islam. 

The polemical approach taken by Christians towards Islam has 
traditionally revolved around five major points: 1) the falsity of 
Muhammad as a prophet, 2) the vilification of Muhammad's 
character by accusations of sensuality and violence, 3) the falsity 
of the Qur'an as Scripture, 4) the doctrinal falsity of Islam, and 
5) the superiority of the Christian religion. Thus, in Book One, 
chapter 6, sec. 4 of his Sum1na Contra Gentiles, Thomas Aquinas 
states that Muhammad " seduced the people by promises of 
carnal pleasure" and that his teachings " gave free rein to carnal 
pleasure." The teachings ( documenta) of Muhammad's religion 
are such " as could be grasped by the natural ability of anyone 
with a very modest wisdom ( mediocriter sapiente) ." To what­
ever truths Muhammad taught, he intermixed "many fables and 

48 Sa'd ud Din Mahmud Shabistari, Gulsham I Raz: The Mystic Rose 
Garden, trans. E. H. Whinfield (London, Trubner & Co., 1880), p. 78. 

49 I am indebted to Prof. Jose Pereira of Fordham University for help in 
compiling this list as well as for many other helpful suggestions for writing 
this article. 
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doctrines of the greatest falsity ( multis fabulis et falsissimus doc­
trinis immiscuit)." Moreover, Muhammad " did not bring forth 
any signs in a supernatural way, which alone fittingly gives wit­
ness to divine inspiration." Instead, Muhammad claimed to be 
" sent in the power of arms-which are signs not lacking even to 
robbers and tyrants ( sed dixit se in armorum poten:tia missum, 
quae signa etiam latronibus et tyrannis non desunt)." There are 
no " divine pronouncements on the part of preceding prophets " 
to off er proof of Muhammad's divine call. In regard to the 
Qur'an, Aquinas suggests that Muhammad "perverts almost all 
the testimonies of the Old and New Testaments by making them 
fabrications of his own." 50 

While Aquinas embodies the polemical and critical attitude 
that many medieval Christians had towards Islam, 51 there are ex­
amples of a more irenic approach. For example, Pope Gregory 
VII writes to the king of Morocco in 1076 with the message that 
charity should especially bind Muslims and Christians because 
" we believe in and confess one God, though in a different man­
ner, who, as Creator of the ages and governor of this world, we 
praise and honor every day. For as the Apostle says: 'He is 
our peace who has made us both one ' " ( Eph. 2 : 14). 52 

so Saint Thomas Aquinas, On the Truth of the Catholic Faith: Summa 
Contra Gentiles, Book One: God, trans. Anton Pegis (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1955), p. 73. In some cases, I have slightly altered Pegis's trans­
lation after consulting the Latin text. 

51 Part of the medieval hostility towards Islam might be explained by a 
Latin translation of the Qur'an which was sponsored by Peter the Venerable 
(d. 1156) and prepared (c. 1141-1143) by Hermannus Dalmata and Robertus 
Angligena. This translation was full of inaccuracies and misunderstandings, 
perhaps due to its hostile intent. See Nicholas Rescher, "Nicholas of Cusa 
on the Qur'an," in Studies in Arabic Philosophy (Pittsburgh, P.A.: University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 1966), p. 138. No doubt this was the translation of the 
Qur'an familiar to Aquinas. 

5.2 Pope Gregory VII, Epistolae, lib. 3, no. 21; PL 148, 451 A. The Latin 
text reads: "unum Deum, licet diverso modo, credimus et confitemur, qui cum 
Creatorem saeculorum et gubernatorem huius mundi quotidie laudamus et 
veneramur. Nam sicut Apostolos diciti: Ipse est pax nostra qui fecit utraque 
unum" (Eph. 2:14). 
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Further evidence of esteem for Islam among medieval Chris­
tians is found in the examples of Ramon Marti and Ramon Lull 
who made use of the writings of Al Ghazzali and other Sufis in 
developing their own mystical systems. 53 In the late Middle Ages, 
Nicholas of Cusa developed a method for " sifting " the grain of 
Christian truth which is to be found in the Qur'an. According 
to Cusanus, there is one aspect of Muhammad that reflects a man 
who truly listened to the voice of God and another aspect which 
reflects a man who wished to advance his own ideas and objec­
tives. 54 Cusanus also finds the Qur'an to be a work of "genuine 
religious merit " since it is heavily influenced by both the Old 
and New Testaments.55 However, since the Qur'an goes astray at 
several critical junctures, it must be judged in the light of the 
Gospels. Cusanus's basic premise is that "if anything beautiful, 
true and clear is found in the Qur'an, by necessity, it is a ray of 
the most luminous Gospel ( si quid pulchri, veri et clari in Alcoran 
reperitur, necesse est, quad sit radius lucidissimi Evangelii) ." 56 

The twentieth century has seen a breakthough in Christian­
M uslim relations. It is very rare to find Christians talking about 
Muslims with the polemical harshness of Aquinas or Niketas of 
Byzantium. Increased contacts with the Muslims as well as the 
objective study of Islam by Christian scholars have both con­
tributed to this atmosphere of dialogue and respect. Moreover, 
Christian Islamicists like Massignon and Asin Palacios have won 
the admiration of not only fellow Christians but Muslims as well. 
Irenicism seems to be the order of the day, especially in light of 
the teachings of Vatican II and other ecumenical efforts. How­
ever, a distinction should be made between peaceful relations and 
theological consensus. In regard to the Incarnation, Christians 
and Muslims will continue to hold to separate interpretations. 

5s See Miguel Asin Palacios, El islam cristianizado: estudio del sufismo a 
traves de las obras de Abenarabi de Murcia, 2 edicion (Madrid: Editiones 
Hipertion, 1981), p. llff. 

54 Resher, p. 141. 
55 Ibid., p. 142. 
56 Nicholas of Cusa, Cribratio Alcorani (The Sifting of the Qur'an) 1,6. 

Cited in Ibid., p. 142. 
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Christian. Responses to the Muslim Objections 
to the Incarntion 

In the midst of both the polemical and irenic approaches to 
Islam, we can discern numerous Christian responses to the 
Islamic rejection of the Incarnation. For the sake of order, we 
can concentrate on four Muslim objections and respond to them 
individually. In doing so, an effort will be made to balance his­
torical responses with contemporary insights. The four Muslim 
objections to be considered are: 1) the claim that Christians are 
guilty of tahrif (alteration or corruption) by believing in the In­
carnation; 2) the assertion that the Incarnation violates the maj­
esty of God; 3) the claim that the Incarnation violates divine unity 
and transcendence; and 4) the appeal to the Qur'an as a witness 
against the Incarnation. 

1) The Accusation of Tahrif 

Paul of Antioch gives one response to the accusation of tahrif 
by an appeal to the Qur'an itself. Here, he points to Qur'anic 
passages like 14 :4, 16 :36 and 30 :47 which indicate that Chris­
tians and Jews have already received a scripture with guidance. 
Paul argues that the message of Muhammad is redundant for 
Christians since there has already been sent a messenger to the 
Christian community. 57 Moreover, the Qur'an itself indicates 
that the Gospel is " guidance and light " ( 5 :46). Paul also points 
out that if Muslims claim that the New Testament is a corrupted 
text, the same accusation can be made against the Qur'an which 
the Muslims now possess.58 Paul's final point is that the Chris­
tian scriptures have lasted over 700 years and have been trans­
lated into 72 languages yet there still is consistent wording. 59 

How would this be possible if the texts have undergone corrup­
tion? 

Perhaps the most persuasive argument against the accusation 
of tahrif is the lack of a clear indication of this charge in the 

57 Michel, p. 146. 
5s Ibid., p. 220. 
59 Ibid., p. 231 and 239. 
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Qur'an itself. Mahmoud Ayoub admits that "the Qur'an does 
not give us any suggestion or any clear idea as to what tahrif 
means." 60 While the Qur'an does warn Christians of excesses 
in religious practice (e.g. 4:171), it does not appear to state 
openly that the Gospel preached by Jesus is other than the Gospels 
that existed among Christians during the time of Muhammad. 61 

In fact, the Qur'an, when speaking about the Gospel, says: "Let 
the People of the Gospel judge by what God hath revealed there­
in " ( S :47). What Gospel could this be except the Gospel in the 
possession of the seventh century Christians? The Qur'an does 
not seem to distinguish between the Injil mentioned in 5 :46-47 
and 7 :157 and the four Gospels possessed by Christians as ''°1>eo­
ple of the Gospel." Yet the Qur'an is said to be the "Book ex­
plaining all things " ( 16 :89). 

The accusation of tahrif appears to be based on the premise 
that the Incarnation and the Trinity are false doctrines and, there­
fore, any suggestion of them in the Christian scriptures or tradi­
tion must be interpreted as tahrif. This accusation seems to as­
sume that Christians understand the New Testament in a way 
parallel to the Muslim appreciation of the Qur'an. However, 
Catholic, Orthodox and many Protestant Christians do not make 
an exclusive appeal to scripture alone as the only source of au­
thority in the Christian faith. There is a strong sense of a con­
tinuous tradition from the time of Jesus to the present which has 
perserved the essence of Jesus' true message as well as the founda­
tional experience of the resurrection and the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit. As Wilfred Cantwell Smith points out : " What cor­
responds in the Christian scheme to the Qur'an is not the Bible 
but the person of Christ-it is Christ who is for Christians the 
revelation of (from) God. And what corresponds to the Bible 
(the record of revelation) is the Tradition ( hadith)." 62 

60 Ayoub, " Divine Revelation and the Person of Jesus Christ," p. 2. 
61 In other words, there might be a suggestion of tahrif al ma'na (erroneous 

interpretation) but not tahrif al-lafz (textual deformation). 
62 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Islam in Modern �H�i�.�s�t�a�r�~� (New Y9rk: New 

American Library, 1957), p. 26, 
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Paul of Antioch also argues that if Muslims accuse the Chris­
tians of tahrif, the Christians can make the same accusation 
against the Qur'an. Just as Christians must rely on faith in main­
taining that the Holy Spirit has guided Christian tradition and 
understanding since the time of Jesus, so Muslims also must de­
pend on faith in asserting the divine origin and infallibility of 
the Qur'an. We can likewise point to a multi-leveled process of 
mediation even in the way the Qur'an has been received within 
the Muslim community: namely, from God to the angel to Mu­
hammad to the hearers to the scribes and finally to the authorized 
definitive version under the Caliph Uthman (644-656) over a 
decade after the death of Muhammad. 

Since faith is required both for the Christian assertion of the 
reliability of Scripture and Titadition as well as for Muslim be­
lief in the infallibility of the Qur'an, any attempt to mediate be­
tween these two faith claims appears impossible. It is far better 
to take each tradition on its own terms and discuss central teach­
ings rather than bring the discussion to the level of mutual accu­
sations regarding the authenticity of each other's sources. 

2) The Violation of Divine Majesty 
by the Incarnation 

The offense of the idea of the Incarnation to the divine majesty 
is expressed in several key passages of the Qur'an (e.g. 4 :171, 
6:101, 9:30-31and19:35) which have already been quoted. We 
have also seen that in popular Islamic literature the argument is 
made that the Incarnation places human limitations on God and 
thereby results in a denial of divine perfection. It would seem 
that many people within the Christian tradition have also strug­
gled with the idea of the Eternal and Omnipotent God becoming 
a human being and undergoing all the limitations of human exist­
ence. This, no doubt, is part of the reason for heterodox move­
ments like Arianism and Nestorianism which sought to keep the 
divine essence separate from a complete identification ( incarna­
tion) with the human. 
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Even among orthodox Christian theologians, there has been 
an occasional articulation of the notion of the Incarnation's in­
jury to the divine majesty. For example, the Jesuit theologian 
Leonardus Lessius (1554-1623) states that, although the In­
carnation brings the highest excellence to humanity, " it seems 
to be with a certain, if I might say so, injury to his (God's) 
majesty. For it seems to be intrinsically unbecoming that the 
Creator should become a creature, and the Lord become a 
slave." 63 However, Lessius goes on to say that God would not 
undergo such " an inconvenience " except for an extrinsic reason 
that would justify it (i.e. the redemption of humanity from sin 
and death). 

The mainstream tradition of Christian theology, though, has 
always understood the Incarnation as manifestation of God's love 
and concern for humanity rather than as an injury to the divine 
majesty. The New Testament describes the Incarnation as the 
" true light which enlightens all men " (John 1 :9) and the reve­
lation of " grace and truth " (John 1 : 17). Jes us is seen as the 
mysterious expression of God's self-emptying love (Phil. 2 :6-
11 ) , " the image of the invisible God " (Col. 1 : 15) and " the 
refulgence of divine glory" (Heb. 1 :3). Nowhere in the New 
Testament is there the suggestion that God's perfection is threat­
ened by the Incarnation. Quite the ·contrary, the entrance of 
God's Son into the world is presented as an expression of re­
demptive love (John 3 :16-17) and divine solidarity with the 
human condition (Hebrews 4 :14-15). 

In the Summa Theologiae, III, q. 1. Aquinas raises the ques­
tion : " Whether it was fitting that God should become Incar­
nate? " Following his systematic method, Aquinas proceeds to 
raise four objections to the Incarnation which appear to echo 
Islamic concerns. The first objection is that God has been the 
very essence of goodness from all eternity. However, from all 
eternity God had been without flesh. In this sense " it was most 

68 Leonardus Lessius, De Praedestinatione Christi, n. 13. The Latin text 
reads : imo videtur fieri cum quandam, ut sic dicam, iniuria illius M aiestatis. 
Per se enim indecorum videtur ut Creator fiat creatura, et Deus fiat servus. 
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fitting for Him not to be united with flesh. Therefore, it was 
not fitting for God to become incarnate." 64 The second objection 
states that it is not fitting for things that are infinitely apart to 
unite. However, "God and flesh are infinitely apart; since God 
is most simple, and flesh is most composite-especially human 
flesh. Therefore, it was not fitting that God should be united to 
human flesh." 65 The third objection is that a body is as distant 
from the highest spirit as evil is from the highest good. There­
fore, just as it is unfitting for God as the highest good to assume 
evil so also " it was not fitting that the highest uncreated spirit 
assume a body." 66 The fourth and final objection to the Incarna­
tion is that " it is not becoming that He Who surpassed �t�h�~� 

greatest things should be contained in the least ... it would seem 
unfitting He should be hid under the frail body of a babe in swath­
ing ban:ds, in comparison with Whom the whole universe is ac­
counted as little." 67 

Aquinas proceeds to answer the initial question by affirming the 
appropriateness of the Incarnation. His first point is that it seems 
" most fitting that by visible things the invisible things of God 
should be made known." 68 In support of this claim, he quotes 
Paul's Letter to the Romans 1 :20: "For the invisible things of 
God ... are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are 
made." Aquinas also quotes the text of John of Damascus (De 
Fide Orthod. iii.1) which states that " by the mystery of the In­
carnation are made known at once the goodness, the wisdom, the 
justice and the power or might of God." 69 God's goodness is 
made known by His concern for the handiwork of creation. His 
justice is manifested, since Satan, who caused humanity to fall, is 

64 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, III, q. 1, a 1, trans. Fathers of 
the English Dominican Province (New York: Benzinger Brothers, 1947), p. 
2025. 

65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. The italicized section comes from a letter written to Augustine by 

V olusianus. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid., pp. 2025-2026. 
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defeated by one who is human. His wisdom is shown by finding 
" a suitable discharge " for the debt of sin. Finally, God's power 
is manifested by the Incarnation " since there is nothing greater 
than for God to become incarnate." 70 

Aquinas's second argument is that something is fitting if it be­
longs to a being by reason of its very nature. Thus, rationality is 
fitting for human beings who are by nature rational animals. 
However, "the very nature of God is goodness, as is clear from 
Dionysius (Div. Norn. i)." 71 This insight into the nature of God 
as goodness leads Aquinas into the following reflection : 

Hence, what belongs to the essence of goodness befits God. But it 
belongs to the essence of goodness to icommunicate itself to others 
in the highest manner to the creature and this is brought about by 
His so joining created nature to Himself that one Person is made up 
of these three-the W 011d, a soul and fiesh, as Augustine says (De 
Trin. xiii). Hence it is manifest that it was fitting that God should 
become incarnate. 72 

In replying to the four objections, Aquinas first points out that 
the mystery of the Incarnation in no way involves a change in the 
divine essence through the union of a human nature to the Divine 
Word. He also explains that " to be united to God in unity of 
person was not fitting to human flesh, according to its natural 
endowments, since it was above its dignity; neverthless, it was 
fitting that God, by reason of his infinite goodness, should unite 
it to Himself for man's salvation." 13 Aquinas also explains that 
God did not assume " the evil of fault" in becoming incarnate 
since all that is created is ordained to God's goodness. Finally, 
Aquinas responds to the objection that the Incarnation involves 
an abandonment of the governance of the universe with Augus­
tine's reply to Volusianus: 

The Christian doctrine nowhere holds that God was so joined to 
human flesh as either to desert or lose, or to transfer and, as it were, 
contract within this frail body, the care of governing the universe. 

7-0 Ibid., p. 2026. 
11 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
n Ibid. 
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This is the thought of men unable to see anything but corporeal 
things ... God is great not in mass but in might. Hence the great­
ness of His might feels no straits in narrow surroundings. Nor, if 
the passing word of a man is heard at once by many, and wholly 
by each, is it incredible that the abiding Word of God should be 
everywhere at once? Hence nothing unfitting arises from God be­
coming incarnate.74 

Aquinas also discusses the proper understanding of the Incar­
nation in Book Four of the Summa Contra Gentiles. Here, the 
union of the divine and human natures in Christ is compared to 
the union of the human soul with the body. Just as "the body 
and its parts are the organ of the soul in one fashion " so also the 
human nature of Christ can be understood as " a kind of organ 
of the divinity." 75 By assuming a human nature, the Divine 
Word is able to use the Incarnation as the instrumental means to 
perform " the things that are the proper operation of God alone : 
to wash away sins ... to enlighten minds by grace, to lead into 
the perfection of the eternal life." 76 From this Aquinas observes 
that " the human nature of Christ, then, is compared to God as a 
proper and conjoined instrument is compared, as the hand is com­
pared to the soul." 77 

For Aquinas, the iniimate union of the divine Word with a 
human nature is only possible because the human intellect bears 
"a kinship of likeness " with the Logos. As he explains : 

for one should understand that the Word of God was able to be 
much more sublimely and more intimately united to human nature 
than the soul to its own very instrument of whatever sort, especially 
since He is said to be united with the entire human nature with the 
intellect as medium. And although the Word of God by His power 
penetrates all things, conserving all, that is, supporting all, it is to 
intellectual creatures, who can properly enjoy the Word and share 
with Him, that from a kind of kinship of likeness He can be both 
more eminently and more ineffably united.78 

74 Ibid. 
15 Summa Contra Gentiles, Book Four, chap. 4, 11, trans. Charles J. O'Neil 

(New York: Doubleday, 1957), p. 196. 
76 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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The Christian defense of the Incarnation is also based on the 
premise that the union of a human nature to the Divine Word in 
no way brings about a dimunition of divine power. Indeed, it is 
only because God is omnipotent that something as marvelous as 
the Incarnation could occur. The great Baroque theologian, 
Fransicso Suarez ( 1548-1617), gives lucid expression to this 
point: 

For among the works of divine providence this [the Incarnation J 
appears to be the greatest, in which, to be sure, the works of nature 
and grace are conjoined in a marvelous way above all the order of 
nature, and are almost reduced to a summary. Furthermore, things 
most distant among themselves, are, in the Incarnation, united in a 
kind of supreme bond, things like pure actuality and pure potentiality, 
the highest spirit with the lowest, indeed, with flesh itself; and finally, 
the Incarnate Person with created nature. The infinite distance be­
tween these things not only does not render impossible a joining of 
and communication between them, but rather magnifies it and mani­
fests the infinite power of Him who could so wonderfully unite in 
one things so scattered and diverse.79 

For Ouistians, the Incarnation is also the perfect expression 
of divine intimacy and compassion. In both Christian theology 
and mysticism, there is the sense that the Incarnation is a free 
expression of the divine love which invites human beings to 
"share in the divine nature" (2 Peter 1 :4). Rather than a 
diminution of divine perfection (for how can the divine be dimin­
ished?), the Incarnation is the expression and means of human 
divinization ( theosis). As Athanasi us wrote : " The Word was 
made man in order that we might be made divine."80 

3) The Violation of Divine Unity and Transcendence 
by the Incarnation 

Of all the criticisms of the Incarnation, this one is probably 
most central to the Muslim mind so devoted as it is to the founda-

79 Suarez, De Incarnatione, commentary on the Summa theologica, III q. 
1, art. 1, commentarius, n. 9. 

80 Athanasius, De Incarnatione, 54, in The Early Christian Fathers, ed. Henry 
Bettenson (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 293. 



484 ROBERT L. FASTIGGI 

tional theme of tawhid (the affirmation of Divine Unity). The 
Christian response is that any understanding of the Incarnation 
which involves a violation of the divine unity and transcendence 
is as heretical to Christianity as it is to Islam. A close look at 
the Christian theological formulations of the Incarnation reveals 
a careful effort to preserve the distinction between the divine na­
ture of the Uncreated Word and the human nature taken from 
the Virgin Mary. Thus, the Council of Chalcedon ( 451) states : 

We confess that one and the same Lord Jesus Christ, must be 
acknowledged in two natures, without confusion or change, without 
division or separation. The distinction between the natures was 
never abolished by their union but rather the character proper to each 
of the two natures was preserved as they came together in one person 
(prosopon) and one hypostasis.81 

To be sure, the Incarnation is a mystery. However, in defining 
the parameters of correct understanding, Chalcedon made certain 
that the divine and the human natures, united in the person of 
Jesus, would always be seen as " unconfused and unchanged (in-

confuse et immutabiliter) ." Two years prior to Chalcedon, Pope 
Leo had written his famous letter to Flavian, the Patriarch of 
Constantinople, known as the Tome of Leo. In this letter, Leo 
dearly presents the mystery of the Incarnation in such a way as to 
preserve the true union of the two natures without in any way 
confusing their distinctions. As he explains : 

He who is true God is also true man; there is no falsity in this union, 
wherein the lowliness of man and the greatness of the divinity are 
mutually united. Just as God is not changed by His show of mercy, 
so the man is not swallowed up in majesty. Each aspect performs 
its own acts in co-operation with the other; that is, the Word doing 
what is proper to the Word, the flesh pursuing what pertains to the 
flesh. The first of these is ablaze with the miraculous, the other is 
overpowered with injuries. And just as the Word does not give up 

s1 The Christian Faith in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church, 
ed. J. Neuner and J. Dupuis (New York: Alba House, 1982), pp. 154-155. 
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any of His equality in the Father's glory, so also the flesh does not 
abandon the nature of our species. He is one and the same, truly 
Son of God and truly Son of man. He is God because of the fact 
that ' in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God ' ; and man through the fact that ' the Word 
was made flesh, and dwelt among us.' 82 

From an Islamic viewpont, this statement is a clear expres­
sion of ittihad khass (the union of God with a specific person). 
We have seen that some Sufis are willing to accept the possibility 
of such a union in holy persons like Al Halla j. We have also seen 
that theologians like Ibn Taymiyya strongly object to the notion 
of ittihad if it implies an actual union with the divine essence 
rather than with the divine will. The issue, though, is whether 
such a union necessarily involves a violation of divine unity and 
transcendence. 

From a Christian viewpoint, it seems difficult to imagine how 
the union of the Divine Word with a human nature involves a 
threat to divine unity and transcendence. In what sense does the 
Incarnation take away from the unity of God? From a human 
perspective, it seems clear that a bride does not lose the unity of 
her personhood when she unites with her husband for the first 
time. The same would hold true for the husband. Surely the in­
finite and omnipresent God can unite with a created human na­
ture without ceasing to be infinite and omnipresent. 

Perhaps the fear is that the Incarnation can lead to a confusion 
of the human with the divine or the unwarranted association of 
something created with the Creator. However, we have seen that 
the orthodox Christian understanding of the Incarnation clearly 
affirms that the two natures unite " without confusion and 
change." Perhaps, though, the issue goes even deeper. It might 
be that Islam and Christianity start out with two different views 
of the Godhead. Christianity, after all, holds to a Trinitarian con­
ception of God whereas Islam does not. 

82 St. Leo the Great, Letters, trans. Edmund Hunt, C.S.C. in The Fathers 
of the Church, vol. 34 (New York: Fathers of the Church Inc., 1957), pp. 
97-98. 
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The doctrine of the Incarnation, in many ways, depends upon 
the doctrine of the Trinity since it is only because the Eternal 
Word is generated by the Father that the Word can become flesh 
without the divine essence being divided or diminished. If the 
Incarnation is understood to mean that the total reality of the 
Godhead is contained within and constricted by the limitations of 
a human body, then it certainly is problematical. This is prob­
ably why the Qur'an expresses revulsion at the thought that 
"God is Christ, the Son of Mary" (5 :17). However, the Chris­
tian understanding of the Incarnation in no way implies that the 
Eternal Word, while incarnate on earth, ceased to enjoy the su­
preme power of the infinite Godhead within the Trinitarian My­
stery. Indeed, The Council of Rome ( 382) states : " Anyone who 
says that the Son, while incarnate on earth, was not in heaven 
with the Father, is a heretic." 88 

The Trinity is understood to be a revealed mystery in the 
Christian faith. It was only because the early Church had the ex­
perience of the divine present in Jesus and the Holy Spirit that 
the Trinitarian mystery came to light. As in the case of the In­
carnation, the Church has always been careful to assert that the 
Trinity does not involve a separation or division of the divine 
essence. As the Decree for the Jacobites (1442) makes clear: 
" These three persons are one God and not three gods, for the 
three are one substance, one essence, one nature, one Godhead, 
one infinity, one eternity, and everything (in them) is one when 
there is no opposition of relationship." 84 

While holding to an absolute affirmation of divine unity, the 
Christian view of God also places great importance on the con­
cept of divine fecundity. Thus, while the Islamic emphasis is on 
the maintenance of divine unity, the Christian emphasis is on how 
the one divine essence is communicated through the dynamics of 
eternal generation in the Word and eternal spiration in the Holy 
Spirit. According to St. Bonaventure, the Trinity is the loftiest 

83 Neuner and Dupuis, p. 101. 
s4 Ibid., p. 111. 
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and most devout concept of God because it combines an emphasis 
on divine " unity, simplicity, immensity, immutability and neces-

sity " with an equal emphasis on "fecundity, love, generosity, 
equality, kinship, likeness, and inseparability." 85 

As with the Incarnation, Christians often have a difficult time 
explaining the Trinity to Muslims. Probably the best way to be­
gin is for the Christian to affirm the sacred principle of Islam 
that " there is no God but God " and to say that, whatever the 
Trinity means, it does not mean three gods. At the deepest level, 
the Trinity is the affirmation that God's Word and Spirit are in­
separable from the divine essence. This is how John of Damascus 
tried to explain the Trinity to his Muslim neighbors when they 
accused Christians of being hetaeriasts or associators by declar­
ing Christ to be the Son of God and God. As John points out : 

As long as you say that Christ is the Word of God and Spirit, why 
do you accuse us of being Hetaeriasts? For the word, and the spirit, 
is inseparable from that in which it naturally has existence. There­
fore, if the Word of God is in God, then it is obvious that He is God. 
If, however, He is outside of God, then according to you, God is 
without word and without spirit. Consequently, by avoiding the in­
troduction of an associate with God you have mutilated Him ... as 
if you were dealing with a stone or a piece of wood or some other 
inanimate object.86 

The affirmation of the divinity of the Word and Spirit is, 
therefore, a recognition that the " living God" is eternally and 
immanently communicated through generation and spiration. For 
Christians, the Muslim idea of the " Eternal Qur'an" is some­
thing of an analogue to the Eternal Logos. If the Eternal Qur'an 
is eternal, then it cannot be separable from the divine essence. If 
it is not inseparable from the divine essence then it must be in 

85 St. Bonaventure, The Breviloquium, trans. Jose de Vinck (Paterson, N.J.: 
St. Anthony Guild Press, 1962), p. 35. 

86 John of Damascus, On Heresies, 101, in Saint John of Damascus: Writ­
ings, trans. Frederick H. Chase (New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 
1958)' p. 156. 
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some way by a subsistence or hypostasis of the divine essence. 
However, if it is other than the divine essence, then this would 
mean that something other than God shares eternity with God. 

4) The Qur'anic Witness Against the Incarnation 

Given the absolute authority that the Qur'an has for Muslims, 
Christians should be understanding towards the Islamic rejection 
of the Incarnation, especially since the Qur' anic rejection of Jes us' 
divine filiation appears absolute. The Christian response takes on 
three dimensions: 1) the Qur'an does not reject the orthodox 
formulation of the Incarnation but only heterodox formulations 
which Christians also reject; 2) the Qur'an reflects the cultural 
understanding of the seventh century Semitic mind which found 
the doctrine of the Incarnation not only difficult to grasp but also 
offensive to a believer in monotheism; and 3) the Qur'an, in its 
own way, recognizes the special status and primacy of Christ, 
and in an ambiguous ways points to Jesus' divinity. 

The first aspect of this response looks to see if in the Qur'an 
there is any evidence of the Christological formulations of the 
councils. After a careful study of the texts of the Qur'an that deal 
with the Trinity and the Incarnation, the Italian Islamicist Giulio 
Basetti-Sani concludes that the Qur'an condemns a tritheism that 
" has nothing to do with the formulation of the dogma of the 
Trinity." 87 Likewise, the Qur'an does not condemn "the doc­
trine of Chakeclon, but Monophysite and Nestorian formulations 
of the doctrine ... nowhere in the Koran is there a formulation 
of the orthodox doctrine (of Chalcedon and Constantinople) re­
garding the Incarnation." 88 

Beyond the absence of any orthodox formulations of the doc­
trine of the Incarnation, there are also passages in the Qur'an 
which reflect a culture-bound understanding of what is meant by 
being the Son of God. For example, when the Qur'an asks 

87 Giulio Basetti-Sani, O.F.M., The Koram in the Light of Christ, trans. 
W. R. Carroll and B. Dauphinee (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1977), 
p. 136. 

88 Ibid. 
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" How can He (God) have a son when He hath no consort? " 
( 6 : 101, the implication is that God must beget a son by carnal 
relations. This, of course, is not how Christians understand 
either the ·eternal generation of the Son from the Father or the 
incarnation of the Word in the womb of the Virgin Mary. Such 
a statement, though, does make sense when understood within 
the context of pagan Arabia in which there was a belief in the 
three daughters of Allah: al-Lat, Manat, and al-Uzza).89 

There are also various anthropomorphisms in the Qur'an that 
reflect the image of God as a princely figure sitting on a throne 
( 7 :54) who creates with two hands ( 38 :7 5). There are likewise 
passages which have God swearing by the sky (surah 52), the 
dawn (surah 89) and the sun (surah 91). Awareness of these 
anthropomorphisms is employed by Paul of Antioch in his de­
fense of the Incarnation and the Trinity. If Muslims accept the 
passages in the Qur'an that say God has "two eyes and hands, 
a face, a side, members and organs " and yet still hold to the 
unity and transcendence of God, so also can Christians acknowl­
edge God as Father, Son and Spirit because these terms are found 
in the New Testament. Moreover, Christians interpret these 
terms in such a way that God is not conceived of as " composite 
persons with parts and divisions." Likewise, "the Father and 
Son are not the fatherhood and sonship of marriage and begetting. 
of sexual union and intercourse." 90 

Christians of today can accept the warnings of the Qur'an as 
legitimate admonitions against tritheism and carnal conceptions 
of divine filiation. The great affirmation of God's unity found in 
Surah 112 can be spoken of with equal faith by Christians as 
well as Muslims: " Say: He is God, the One and Only" ( 112 :1). 
Likewise, Christians could appreciat·e the passage: " He begetteth 
not, nor is He begotten " ( 112 :2) as referring to the eternal and 
undivided unity of the divine essence within the Trinity. Indeed, 
the concern of Surah 112 :2 is repeated almost verbatim by the 

89 See John L. Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), pp. 5-6. 

110 Michel, p. 338. 
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Fourth Lateran Council (1215) when it says: "essentia seu 
natura di"vina ... non est generans, neque gen:ita, nee procedens " 
(the divine essence or nature is not generating, nor generated, nor 
proceeding) . 91 

In the Qur'an 6 :50 and 7 :188, Muhammad confesses that he 
knows not "the Unseen" or the "Mystery" of God. From a 
Christian point of view, such an admission is significant because 
a mystery is understood to be something unknowable without di­
vine revelation. A Christian, therefore, can accept the prophetic 
role of Muhammad as one who witnessed to the truth of mono­
theism and the day of judgment. The condemnations of the 
Trinity and the Incarnation can be appreciated by Christians as 
condemnations of deviant expressions of those doctrines. 

There is still another way in which Christians can appreciate 
the Qur'an: namely, as an indirect and incomplete affirmation of 
the divinity of Christ. The French scholar Georges Tatar 92 has 
pointed to Surah 2 :254 (2 :253 in Yusef Ali's translation) as an 
affirmation that God has endowed some apostles with gifts above 
others. This passage goes on to say that "to Jesus, the son of 
Mary, We gave clear signs and strengthened him with the Holy 
Spirit." What are these gifts? Here we see that the Qur'an 
clearly affirms that Jesus was endowed with special qualities : the 
conception and birth to a virgin ( 19 :20-21) who is said to be 
exalted above all women (3 :42); the gift of speech from infancy 
(5 :110;19 :29); the ability to work miracles through God's per­
mission like curing the blind and leprous ( 5 : 10) and raising the 
dead ( 3 :43 and 5 : 110). Only Jes us is given the privilege of 
participating in the uniquely divine activity of the insuffiation of 

91 Denzinger-Schonmetzer, 432-804. The similarity of this statement of 
Lateran IV to the Qur'anic passage 112 :2 demonstrates a Christian concern 
for divine unity equal to the Islamic concern. Since the Christian insistence 
on the unity of the divine essence has been the Christian teaching from the be­
ginning, there is no reason to speculate on a possible influence of the Qur'an 
on Lateran IV. 

9·2 See Georges Tatar, " Le Coran confere la primaute a Jesus-Christ 
exegese du verset coranique 2/254" in Orientalia Christiana Analecta 226. 
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life (3 :49 and S :110). Jesus is also given the exalted titles of 
"Word of God" (3 :4S; 4 :171) and "Spirit of God" ( 4 :171), 
and Jesus is the only prophet who is explicitly declared to be 
"confirmed by the Holy Spirit" (2 :87). Moreover, the Qur'an 
also states that Jes us was mysteriously raised up to God ( 4: 1 SS) 
and given special intimacy with God (3 :4S and SS). 

There is a Christian way of reading of these passages as an 
embryonic witness to the power and divinity of Christ. Accord­
ing to Giulio Basetti-Sani, the Qur'an contains "the germs of the 
Christian teaching on the divinity of Christ " which " could not 
have been understood in their full meaning ·either by Mohammed 
or by his audience." 93 What is proposed is a Christian reading 
of the Qur'an which can disclose certain signs that point to the 
mystery of Christ. Just as Christians have read the Old Testa­
ment in the light of Christ, so also can the Qur'an be read in the 
light of Christ. Christians can understand the Qur'an as a revela­
tion H given to the polytheistic Arabs of Muhammad's day to 
move them towards acceptance of God's unity, transcendence and 

93 Basetti-Sani, p. 175. 
94 The question of how the Qur'an could be understood as a divine revela­

tion by Catholics is beyond the scope of this article. Only a few tentative sug­
gestions can be made. Since Vatican II's Dei Verbum, 4 affirms the definitive 
nature of the revelation given in Christ, Catholics could only understand the 
Qur'an as a genuine revelation in a qualified sense. Perhaps it could be under­
stood as a partial revelation of divine truth given as a type of post factum 
preparation for the Gospel (praeparatio evangelica). Another possibility is to 
understand the Qur'an as genuine private revelation received by Muhammad 
according to the subjective understanding of his theological and cultural world­
view (i.e. ad modum recipientis). Yet another possibility is to understand 
the Qur'ari as a combination of authentic revelations given by God intermixed 
with the subjective interpretations and applications of Muhammad. Instructive 
in this regard are the comments of Augustin Poulain, S.J. on private revela­
tions made in his monumental study, The Graces of Interior Prayer. Poulain 
points out that even private revelations of genuine divine origin can be in­
fluenced by such factors as "faulty interpretations," " the mingling of human 
activity with supernatural action during the revelation," and " the subsequent, 
but involuntary modifications made by the person who receives the revelation." 
See A. Poulain, The Graces of Interior Prayer, sixth ed., trans. Leonora 
L. Y. Smith (St. Louis: Herder and Herder, 1950), pp. 323-340. 
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moral guidance.95 Thus, in the Qur'an, Christians discern what 
Nicholas of Cusa called the radius lucidissimi Evangelii (a ray 
of the most luminous Gospel). 

Conclusion 

In the Qur'an, Muhammad declares that "if (God) Most 
Gracious had a son, I would be the first to worship " ( 43 :81). 
From a Christian point of view, God has a Son who is "the very 
imprint of His being " (Heb. 1 :3). Islam and Christianity have 
so much in common, but each has its own ultimate norm of judg­
ment. For Muslims, the Qur'an is the supreme manifestation of 
God's Word, for it contains the guidance and truth which enable 
human beings to experience the all-merciful Presence of God. 
For Christianity, Jesus is the supreme revelation of the Eternal 
Word, and by mystical incorporation into the person of Christ 
through the power of the Holy Spirit, Christians are brought 
into intimacy with God. 

Perhaps the difference between the two is that Islam is more 
prophetical in both its origin and in its enduring expressions. 
Christianity, however, emerges from the prophetical foundation 
of Judaism but soon incorporates mystical doctrines like the In­
carnation and the Trinity into its enduring character.116 The fact 
that Islamic mystics show the deepest appreciation for the Chris­
tian dogma of the Incarnation is a sign that this dogma is a mys­
tery that goes beyond rational discourse. A mystery, though, is 
not something hidden but rather a revelation of such great power 
and luminescence that it cannot be fully grasped or expressed by 
the human mind. This is why the best Christology does not come 

·95 In a conversation we had on this subject, Prof. Jose Pereira of Fordham 
University suggested "the monotheistic minimum" as an apt description of the 
basic complex of ideas affirmed in the Qur'an (i.e. divine unity, transcendence 
and moral guidance). 

96 This is not to deny that there has been a rich tradition of mysticism within 
Islam (basically post-Qur'anic). It is only intended to describe the doctrinal 
character of Christian dogmas like the Trinity, the Incarnation and the 
Eucharist which are essentially mystical in nature. 
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from above or below but from within-within the mystery of 
Christ and the ongoing participation in the Incarnation. It is only 
through the living experience of the Incarnate Christ in grace, 
sacraments and love that Christians can proclaim and understand 
Jesus Christ as fully human and fully divine. 
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GOD WITHOUT BEING introduces English readers to 
a body of work by the French philosopher, Jean-Luc 
Marion. It has caused no little stir among French philos­

ophers and theologians. For it is a remarkable book, frequently 
brilliant, sometimes dazzling, often original, more often still, 
troubling. Troubling, not so much by its conclusions as by the 
means used to arrive at them, and the implications suggested by 
those means. 

The book begins with phenomenology, passes on to ontology 
in the Heideggerian vein, and culminates in a theology of agapic 
love. I almost wrote that it passes through Heideggerian onto­
logy to agape, but that is what is most troubling about the book. 
One puts it down wondering, despite critical reassurances from 
the author, whether the analysis has ever freed itself from the 
shaping hand of Heideggerian ontology, or has done so at too 
high a cost. It is not that the author accepts Heidegger; indeed 
his critical exegesis is perhaps the most brilliant part of a very 
striking book. But nonetheless, Heidegger's stamp is so heavy 
upon the analysis, his presuppositions so ingrained in it, that the 
conclusions themselves, while expressly "beyond" Heidegger, 
nevertheless trail his ontology in their train. 

In a preface written nearly ten years after the French book 
first appeared, Marion reassures his English readers (perhaps 
with a touch of unintended condescension) that God exists. In-

*Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being. Hors-Texte, tr. by Thos. A. Carlson. 
\Vith a foreword by David Tracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1991; being a translation of Dieu sans l'etre: Hors-Texte, Librairie Artheme 
Fayard, 1982. 
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deed, his argument is meant to tell against any ordinary atheism, 
and his exposition of the Eucharist glows with Catholic piety. 
There can be no doubt, too, that his exegesis often opens up sur­
prising senses of the Biblical texts, such as those of the Wisdom 
literature in the Old Testament and the letters of St. Paul in the 
New. 

The first chapter carries out a phenomenology of the difference 
between the idol and the icon. The idol is not false or illusory 
in any ordinary sense. On the contrary, its luminescence is an 
actual reflection of the divine. The fulguration catches the human 
eye, mind and spirit as it gazes at the embodied manifestation in 
wonder. But, instead of letting the fulguration measure the im­
port of the disclosure, the gaze stops at the luminous idol and 
freezes the divine light within the scope of the worshipper's mere­
ly human gaze, interest and aim. The aim, then, provides the 
measure and meaning of the light, referring it back to the hu­
man intention. And so the idol divides the fulguration, retaining 
for the gaze what is so extraordinarily visible, while it lets go 
what is unattainable through its effort and on its own terms. 
Marion expresses this remainder by the neologism: invisable, from 
viser: to aim. We have here an initial insistence upon the inability 
to reduce God to a concept. The analysis exposes the logic of a 
first level of idolatry, idolatry which takes form as the regionaliza­
tion of the divine. Thus, to choose a portentous example, Niet­
zsche unmasks the regional " God of morality" proclaimed by 
Kant and other modern thinkers. 

It is quite the reverse with the icon. The luminosity of the 
icon presents its visage to the believer who receives it as the face 
that endows the visible with the inexhaustible invisibility of God. 
It is of signal importance to Marion's thesis, however, that the 
invisible is not thereby offered to human sight or conception, but 
rather that the visible features of the icon ask to be transgressed, 
giving way-neither to the sight of sense or mind-but to venera­
tion ( 19). For the iconic intention is not determined by any 
human gaze, but rather by the mysterious initiative of the true 
revealing God. Whereas the idol shines with a radiance bor-
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rowed from the divine but confined within the limits of the human 
gaze, the icon glows with an alien glance that stems from its di­
vine self alone, passing from glory to glory (24). 

This bare outline does not even suggest the sophistication with 
which Marion conducts the analysis, but it does begin to identify 
the leading idea that presides over the phenomenology in the first 
chapter and prevails during the rest of the book. For the analysis 
assumes a gulf that separates what is open to the limited human 
gaze from what is utterly alien to it. The alien initiative comes 
from an Elsewhere that is nothing other than the true God of 
Christian revelation. Indeed, the very format of the book marks 
this gulf between man and God; for the profound meditation 
upon the Eucharist that makes up the H ors-Te:cte lies typo­
graphically outside of and beyond the first five chapters of the 
text. 

The idolater of the first chapter is disclosed in the next two 
chapters as the Heideggerian Dasein trapped in the domain of 
ontotheology. Marion notes Heidegger's insistent suspension of 
any talk about the Christian God of revelation, permitting only 
talk about the " fourfold " comprised of earth, sky, man and the 
"gods." But Marion finds that the guarded silence of Heidegger 
(as also that of Wittgenstein) does no honour to the Biblical 
God ( 53f.). For Heidegger's suspension contains within it 
Nietzsche's atheism and the reduction of God to a region of 
ontotheology. The domain of such a " God " is governed by the 
question of the meaning of Being; and that discourse issues into 
the ontological difference between Being and beings (Sein/ 
S eiendes). The resultant theos is locked within the confines of 
merely human predication. Even the denial of " God" as well as 
the denial of names to " God " suffers this restriction, giving rise, 
not to a true theology, but to what Marion calls a theiology, an 
idolatrous knowing that looks like theology. And so we need to 
bypass all metaphysical predication, including the three ways of 
Thomas ( affirmativa, negativa, eminentior), since they too rely 
upon predicating names of " God." 



498 KENNETH L. SCHMITZ 

In taking Nietzsche as the last metaphysician ( 57), Heidegger 
correctly (according to Marion) grasps the story of Western 
philosophy : it is the completion of metaphysics that has been 
building up since Plato. Such metaphysics does not so much deny 
God as it makes conceptual discourse about the true God im­
possible, since it nullifies the very question of the true God ( 57). 
Theism and atheism equally bear upon an idol. (One is reminded 
of Comte's disdain for the common ground shared by theism and 
atheism, and of Nietzsche's will to pass beyond both.) To free 
the true God from the quotation marks (" God ") by which 
Marion signals the idolatrous linkage of God with Being one 
must free him from metaphysics. Indeed, Heidegger himself has 
recognized that philosophy is " foolishness " in the eyes of the­
ology. And Marion concludes that an important text of Heid­
egger "joins several theses: (a) the non-identity of God with 
Being; (b) the non-pertinence of the word Being in [revealed] 
theology; ( c) the pertinence of the dimension of Being for ex­
periencing [the philosophical idol] ' God ' " ( 62). 

I am not quite certain whether Marion is transcending Heid­
egger's thought at this point, or correcting it, or containing it. 
At any rate, he follows Heidegger in setting the thought of Being 
over against a genuine theology of revelation. \Vhen we link 
Being with God, we get theiology, a regional discourse about the 
idol " God" as highest being. (I found myself wondering 
whether Marion has forgotten that Anselm in his reply to 
Gaunilon had already stated clearly that God is not the " highest 
being," nor the "highest value.") Marion concludes that Being 
must not intervene in genuine theological discourse, and that any 
attempt to treat God as Being or, worse still, to "prove" God's 
existence, is nothing short of blasphemy ( 63). 

And now we get an inkling of what genuine theology is for 
Marion. After a discussion of Heidegger, bringing both Luther 
and a Lutherian version of St. Paul to bear upon the issue, we 
learn that theology is not the science of " God " but rather the 
science of faith, the fact of faith in the Crucified One ( 63). Only 
then do we have genuine theology, based upon faith alone. Here 
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again, it is difficult to be precise regarding what Marion takes 
from Heidegger and Luther on this point, since he ultimately dis­
agrees with both of them from a Catholic point of view, but their 
deep suspicion of conceptual thought in the domain of faith is at 
work in Marion's own meditation. Philosophy concerns itself 
with Dasein in relation to the question of the sense of Being, 
theiology has as its object "God", and genuine theology rests 
upon faith alone. 

And here Marion exposes a second idolatry, that of Heidegger's 
ontological difference which supports the ontotheological domain. 
For "God" succumbs to the order of Being/beings (72). But, 
Marion asks, is not Heidegger-or for that matter, most philos­
ophers including St. Thomas-in harmony with the Biblical 
tradition when they translate talk about " God " into talk about 
Beifl)g? The query leads Marion into Biblical exegesis. He be­
gins by denying that the locution, "I am Who am," can be used 
to claim Being as the first name of God (73). Marion seems to 
think that any name which claims to be first must " define the 
very essence of God as such." Now, I am quite sure that that is 
certainly not the case with St. Thomas, for Thomas denies that 
we have knowledge of the essence of God. I psum esse does not 
define the Godhead. What bothers Marion, it seems, is that an­
other name claims primacy with more theological justification: it 
is the name Love (agape), disclosed in the revelation of I John 
4:8. 

In a flanking operation that is meant to decenter Being, Marion 
defends Pseudo-Dionysius against Thomas's inversion of bein'g 
and good. Although Marion finds the latter term ultimately in­
adequate, still it more closely approaches the distinctively Chris­
tian revelation of divine love. He finds that Thomas further as­
similates being to the " restrictive" category of efficient (and 
final) causality, thereby diminishing God's transcendence. This 
criticism is reminiscent of one of Heidegger's basic claims: that 
Aristotle's philosophy surreptitiously bases its metaphysical un­
derstanding of causality upon the more restricted anthropological 
causality exercised in human productivity. Moreover, Marion 
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takes it to be obvious that what first falls into the intellect (ens) 
is irretrievably limited by the human mind, and he agrees with 
Scotus that in giving its name to everything else the notion of 
being must be univocal. To his mind what is first cannot be 
analogical : Thomistic analogy is a secondary, after-the-fact con­
trivance that only introduces endless difficulties ( 80-81). Marion 
concludes that the alleged primacy of being links thought with 
being and both with finitude. 

We are not unfamiliar with such a story, having heard it from 
Heidegger, and before him from Jacobi in modern times, from 
Scotus Eriugena in the Latin west, and from non-Christian 
thinkers such as Plotinus and Proclus. I find that Marion's in­
terpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius attends exclusively to certain 
theological insights and lacks the appropriate context in the his­
tory of philosophy. Attention to that context would have brought 
to light philosophical presuppositions about being, knowing, 
unity and about man himself, presuppositions that underlie Diony­
sius' theological position. And these presuppositions prove trou­
bling to Marion's own use of Dionysius, for they brand Diony­
sius ' good with as grave a metaphysical "fault" as Thomas's 
being. 

In his consideration of the distance that separates Dionysius 
from St. Thomas, Marion finds that the latter "pretended" to 
associate the primacy of ens with a doctrine of divine names. He 
finds too that Gilson has made a " pretext " of representing the 
primacy of ens as a progress in Christian thought. The context, 
with its suggestion of motivation, is rather strange for such a 
heavy comment, until one realizes that Marion pounces upon 
Thomas's use of the term vis imaginativa and idolum rei absentis 
to suggest that ens as first name of God is the ultimate idol. This 
brought me back to the French text, which-I should remark in 
passing-has been well served by the translator. And there I 
found Thomas's attempt (tente) a few lines later had become his 
pretention (pretendu, pretention), while Gilson's pretext (pre 
texte) had stifled ( etouff e) the properly theological question. 

What is more, in a leap reminiscent of Brehier, Marion takes 
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the classical modern notion of God as causa sui to be continuous 
with the notion of God as causa prima. But causa sui was shaped 
precisely to place God's function within the classical modern meta­
physical systems. Marion and Heidegger may well be correct in 
relegating causa sui to theioiogy as an idol, without however con­
fronting Thomas' s understanding of God as I psum esse ( 81). 

At this point Marion distances himself from Dionysius's 
primacy of the good in order to increase the distance needed to 
arrive at St. John's logic of love as agape (28-83). The perspec­
tive now begins to shift with the general use of the notion of lan­
guage games. We are told that to be liberated from being (and 
even to liberate being from itself) requires that we do more than 
abstract from being, or evade it, or even criticize it, since criti­
cism belongs to the discourse (logos) that is ordered to Being 
( 83-84). The liberation that displaces Being must ensure that 
Being will no longer be in charge of the "entire game." But that 
liberation must come from elsewhere, and that Elsewhere is 
Christian revelation, the initiative of the true God offering love 
as a gift. 

Marion attempts to "play at/upon Being according to another 
game than that of Being." He seeks another logic than that of 
Being: it is the logic of Christian charity ( 84). And this is 
where, in a brilliant exegesis, Marion continues his struggle to be 
free of Heidegger. The new game is not to think back behind 
Being to the ontological difference, since that Heideggerian game 
is still played out in the gap between Being and beings. Indeed, 
as already said, the Heideggerian game is the second level of 
idolatry. To be sure, Being is no longer an idol in the ordinary 
sense; much more, however, it is the screen upon which the very 
possibility of idolatry is played out. 

The new game calls for us to think without the ontological 
difference, to "outwit Being" (even though it is ever-present to 
us) without substituting another difference such as that of 
Levinas's Other or Derrida's differance. There must be no direct 
reference to Being. The new strategy calls for an unthought dif­
ference that does not refer to the unthought ontological difference. 
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It pits a more radical difference against all such difference ( 85). 
And yet, not even this is enough, for although Revelation does 

not speak of Being, it does speak of and to beings. And we must 
see how Revelation, by disclosing operators of faith rather than 
using operators of Being, addresses beings without becoming en­
trapped in them ( 86). Revelation places us at the Source that is 
" indifferent " to, hence prior to, both non-being and being (ta 
onto kai ta me onta). It permits us to understand the gift of 
creation from the distance of the Giver ( 102). We are told that 
we must choose between understanding the gift as either appro­
priation (immanence) or distance (transcendence) ; but the un­
convinced reader might yet ask: why not availability and recep­
tivity in Marcel's sense? Marion's revelatory strategy, however, 
calls upon us to give up all conceptual predication in favour of 
praise and action. And from this is reborn a discourse of jubila­
tion that is freed from the tyranny of Being ( 107). What is 
worrisome, it seems to me, is the very fine line drawn by the 
analysis between sinfulness and finitude in the creat·ed order, 
though the distinction is never quite obliterated ( 108, cf. 122). 

The traversal of the distance between " God " and God, never 
traversable by knowledge, continues under Marion's deft strategy. 
The negative turn against Being takes a new step. Drawing upon 
Husserl, Heidegger and Valery, Marion provisionally adopts a 
suspensive attitude, which neither endorses Being nor denies it, 
and which, beyond the horizon of Being, sees-nothing. Never­
theless, the indifferent gaze opens up a space, the very invisibility 
that was unattainable ( invisable) from within the idolatries of 
Being ( 111). Not yet iconic, it is nevertheless idoloclastic. This 
is our present condition. And here begins a kenotic descent into 
Hell. Marion now takes up three crucial negative attitudes in the 
progressive development of an indifference that situates itself be­
tween the world and God, somehow " beyond " the world, yet not 
in the light and love of God. 

The first of these attitudes is boredom (ennui) ( 115). Bore­
dom is neither nihilistic, since it does not seek to destroy values 
by transvaluing them; nor is it anxiety in the Heideggerian sense, 
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since that retains a concern for being. Boredom is quite literally 
a distraction, a turning away from any interest in anything, in­
cluding the ontological difference. From this profound ennui 
Marion passes on to a second attitude of indifference: Qoheleth's 
vision of the world as " all-vanity." Qoheleth's vision has not yet 
reached its Source, but its disaffection is moved by an " obscure 
fire lighted outside of the world." As with boredom, so too the 
vanity of the world is experienced from a space opened up be­
yond the world, yet not quite free of it. It is, however, free of the 
idolatry of self and of all things in the world. For it takes that 
self, along with everything in the world, as so much mist 
( hebbel). The world is in some way " real " when seen within 
the idolatrous gaze, but it is nothing when compared to God 
( 125). It is a mist that awaits a stronger breath ( ruah), the 
breath of divine charity. Only the iconic gaze from outside the 
world of being can save that world from the fall that is inherent 
in it when taken apart from that creative breath. Without at­
taining to recognition of creation ex nihilo, Qoholeth nonetheless 
grasps the totality of the " caducity '' of being, its tendency to 
disappear, to pass into nothing. The third of these attitudes of 
total indifference is melancholy. It initiates an upward turn, for 
melancholy of the spirit consists in the feeling of profound sad­
ness over the insufficiency of being taken in itself ( 131). Diirer' s 
Melancholia I serves as foil for the display of melancholy and 
leads Marion's strategy towards its climax. 

That climax is reached in Christ. He alone is the Word who 
closes the gap between speaker, expression and referent. We 
cannot speak God's word, for we have only the revealed text; but 
Christ interprets the event as He alone can do ( 146). " The theo­
logian must go beyond the text [of scripture] to the Word, in­
terpreting it from the point of view of the Word " (149). This 
is the service to which the Church is called. The first theologian 
is the bishop, and the place of interpretation is preeminently the 
Eucharist, for in it Christ effectively joins the word with the 
Word. It is in and through the Eucharist that the meaning in 
Scripture and the event in reality are joined, for only there can 
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we go beyond the of the text to the reality of the Word 
(151). Marion's strictures are well taken against a theology 
that would pose as scientifically self-sufficient and withdrawn 
from participation in the Eucharistic Word-Event. At the same 
time, one sees that the dissatisfaction with Thomas is not con­
fined to his attribution of being ( esse) to God, but also to the 
role Thomas has played in the scientific turn that took place in 
the theologies of the 12th and 13th centuries. 

In the H ors-T e:rte Marion addresses two correctives, both re­
garding the reification of the reYelatory gift (178). In the first, 
he attempts to rescue from misunderstanding the Church's teach­
ing of the Eucharist as transsubstantiation by stressing the non­
Aristotelian, Patristic and ecclesial character of the teaching. He 
warns against the " scientistic " tendency that would substitute 
such explanatory terms as transsubstantiation, transfinalization 
and transsignification for the mysterious reality of the presence 
of Christ in the Eucharist. And he also warns against the idol­
atry that would alter the Eucharistic celebration in accord with 
the changing inclinations of the collective consciousness of the 
community. A proper understanding of the Church's teaching on 
transsubstantiation is meant to profess the absolute reality of that 
divine presence. Indeed, at this point Marion quietly introduces 
a further realism : in the Eucharist the divine reality is not simply 
iconic but " substantial." What needs to be resisted, however, is 
the inertia inherent in the metaphysical meaning of substance, for 
that would reduce the living presence of Christ to an inert thing­
like entity. 

This inveterate reification derives from a too metaphysical un­
derstanding of time that gives absolute primacy to the immediate, 
here-and-now present. Those who fear the traditional doctrine 
of the real presence, fear it because they are rooted in the ordinary 
conception of time and the restrictive metaphysical discourse of 
presence ( 181). Christie temporality is not isolated in the im­
mediate present. It is, first of all, a memorial of a past event (the 
Cross), signed with a future promise (the Eschaton), within 
which alone the present takes on meaning as the most precious 
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gift. And just as "spatial" distance was anticipated by the at­
titudes of boredom, vanity and melancholy, so is the requisite 
temporal " distance " filled by this unique Christie temporality, 
even while the mystery remains unbridged by metaphysical 
knowledge. 

If the criticism of ordinary and metaphysical predication holds, 
does that mean the end of all discourse? Marion tells us that it 
does not, providing that we recognize the ecstatic nature of 
Christian discourse. It is a performative discourse that is vali­
dated by the revelatory presence of Christ, even as Christ received 
his authority to speak from the Father (189). Turning to the 
speculative judgment brought forward by Hegel, and drawing (if 
I am not mistaken) upon the brilliant work of Claude Bruaire, 
Marion opens up the gap between the believer who speaks and 
the Christ who authorizes that speech. And here in the gap lies 
all of the insecurity and risk of an appeal that can only be an­
swered by the unreserved love of the Christian God. Without 
any final assurance, the believer must turn in hope and trust to­
wards that Love. Difficult indeed is this discourse (John 6 :60), 
to which Marion adds : the most difficult of all discourses ( 196). 

To validate the confession that "Jesus is Lord" the believer 
needs to empty out any claim to mastery, must root out all at­
tempts at self-validation; for that is the sin of metaphysics. Such 
conversion leads to martyrdom; for more than death, martyrdom 
is testimony, the witness to the unreserved love of the kenotic 
Lordship of Jesus. The believer can speak again, but not with 
his or her own voice, and only in accord with the logic of Chris­
tian charity. 

In the face of so elegant and profound a meditation, especially 
in its closing chapters, it seems almost boorish to remind oneself 
that the issue has not been adequately dealt with and that we are 
being subjected here to a contrast between Heideggerian Being 
and agapic love. What is troubling to this reader, however, is 
not that the contrast is to the disadvantage of Heideggerian 
ontotheology, but that in throwing all metaphysics into that 
basket, it is difficult to avoid foreshortening the humble intel-
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lectuality resident in Christian revelation. The conclusions to­
wards the end of the book resonate with genuine spirituality, and 
with much that is worthy of further contemplation. And yet, 
speaking as a philosopher about a book written by another philos­
opher, it is necessary to reiterate: Do the conclusions demand a 
dismissal of all metaphysical discourse about being? Or does the 
meditation rather serve to call us to a purgation of those intru­
sions into our understanding of being that are unworthy of its 
truest meaning? 

In his English preface, written in 1991, after having received 
trenchant criticism from French Thomists, Marion seems to 
qualify his earlier rejection of St. Thomas's use of being under­
stood as esse. He cites " so incontestable a Thomist as E. Gil­
son " to the effect that the " Being " of Heidegger has " nothing 
to do with the esse that Saint Thomas assigns to the Christian 
God " ( xxii). Still, we are left with the conviction that the au­
thor is not wholly in agreement with Gilson, since the latter did 
not think that Thomas reserved an entirely different meaning to 
the term said of God and creatures. For Thomas esse said of 
God and creatures is not simply equivocal. It seems to me that 
every philosophy that raises Difference to such an absolute status, 
whether it be Heidegger's, or Derrida's or Marion's, must deny 
analogy. 

Marion takes the matter further. Thomas represents a "rup­
ture " in the Christian tradition in that he " substitutes esse for 
the good ... as the first divine name " ( xxiii). Marion insists 
that such a substitution is by no means " self-evident." And 
Marion urges that an exploration of the path that Thomas did 
not take is required before settling the issue. Well and good! 
Finally, Marion insists that " even when he thinks God as esse, 
Saint Thomas nevertheless does not chain God either to being or 
to metaphysics." Also well and good! But here again the author 
seems to have slipped back into the Heideggerian sense of these 
terms as though it is definitive. 

Marion concludes that esse, once separated from Being and 
from metaphysics, could then be used to preserve the essential 
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distance required by the transcendence of God. But then, with 
what can only be a confusion of the issue, he argues from the well­
known distinction in Thomas between the subject of a science 
(e.g., ens commune as the subject of metaphysics) and its prin­
ciple (e.g., God as the universal cause of being and object of 
metaphysics) that, if indeed God is the cause of Being, " wouldn't 
we have to admit that, for Saint Thomas himself, God can be ex­
pressed without Being?" First, we must put aside the obvious: 
of course, we can name God in terms other than Being. That is 
not at issue. What is at issue is Marion's attribution to Thomas 
of an understanding of causality completely foreign to the saint, 
since it fails to understand that for Thomas every cause contains 
eminently what is constitutive of its effects. In other words, that 
there is and must be some similitude, however " distant ", be­
tween cause and effect: omne agens agit sibi simili. Without 
that, the whole Thomistic understanding of reality falls without 
an intelligible trace. 

And so, the English preface written almost a decade after the 
original work does not in fact represent a serious alteration in 
argument and conclusion, but rather a softening of tone and en­
largement of horizon. A Thomist will agree that there is no 
" common " measure between God and creatures, but that does 
not mean that there is no similitude at all. French Thomistic re­
viewers fastened quite rightly upon the absence of a sense of anal­
ogy in Marion's interpretation of Thomas. In the English pre­
face, Marion softens his original view, saying that Thomas 
" hardly " maintains an analogy with the ens commune of crea­
tures; but this "hardly" means either not at all or somewhat; 
and if the latter, then being as esse is heard again. 

It is possible to read this book as a valuable cautionary 
against the ever-present temptation to turn conceptual thought 
into idolatry. As such it redounds with brilliant aperr;us, some 
even worthy of Pascal. Looked at more closely, however, the 
reader is apt to find a burden that carries with it its own dubious 
heritage, and a needless misconstrual of the best of fides quaerens 
intellectum. Let the more fulsome rhetoric of a former day ex-
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press both my admiration and my misgiving. It 1s Gaunilon's 
concluding word to Anselm: 

" The other parts of this book are argued with such truth, such 
brilliancy, such grandeur; and are so replete with usefulness, so 
fragrant with a certain perfume of devout and holy feeling, that 
though there are matters in the beginning which, however rightly 
sensed, are weakly presented, the rest of the work should not be re­
jected on this account. The rather ought these earlier matters to be 
reasoned more cogently, and the whole to be received with great re­
spect and honor." 
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SPEAKING THE CHRISTIAN GOD is a substantial 
and fundamental theological response to the basic assump­
tions and conclusions of the burgeoning feminist move­

ment within Christian theology. Its opponent is clearly theologi­
cal feminism, not that egalitarian feminism which seeks justice 
for women within church and society. Noting the " paucity of 
critical response from the theologians of the church " to the chal­
lenge of feminism, the editor states the book attempts " to sub­
stantively and critically engage specific feminist thinkers " about 
the doctrine of God and God-talk, and " to offer constructive dis­
cussion and analysis of the crucial and often very complex theo­
logical issues." With only a couple of exceptions, the individual 
articles succeed admirably in the second aim, though only about 
half offer a substantive engagement with specific feminist thinkers 
(the most frequent debate partners are Sallie McFague and �R�o�s�e�~� 

mary Radford Ruether, and the single most cited line is Mary 
Daly's " If God is male, then the male is God ") . The editor 
also warns us that polemic has often not been avoided, for " when 
the gospel of Jesus Christ is at stake, passion also must enter 
into theology." However, again with only a couple of exceptions, 
I found the individual essays to be models of rational criticism 
and controversy which avoid the kind of emotional attack that de­
lights in sarcasm, personal vituperation, and ad feminam argu­
ments. 

*Speaking the Christian God: The Holy Trinity and the Challenge of 
Feminism. Edited by Alvin F. Kimel, Jr. Grand Rapids, Michigan/Leominster, 
England: Eerdmans/Gracewing, 1992. Pp. x + 337. 
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The book's eighteen contributors (thirteen men and five 
women) share the fundamentals of Christian belief and span the 
various Christian confessions, though the great majority are 
from the Protestant traditions. This collection does not entirely 
escape the anthological bane of uneven quality (though almost 
all the essays are excellent), repetition, and lack of focal unity 
(the common target is feminism but the responses to it are 
varied) . As an aid in discerning the focal unity behind these 
diverse rejoinders to feminism, I will synthesize the essays un­
der four basic questions : How do we speak the Christian God? 
Why do we speak the Christian God as Father? What does 
speaking the Christian God as Father teach us about God and 
ourselves? Why does theological feminism have trouble with 
speaking the Christian God as Father? 

First Question: How do we speak the Christian God? Accord­
ing to different essayists-by simile, metaphor, analogy qualified 
by negative theology, and personal name. Some point out the dif­
ferences between these various ways of speaking God and then 
try to show how, in at least one of the ways, Father is God's in­
eradicable and eternal name. Thus, they defend Father as the 
Trinity's nomen primum and critique the feminists for conflating 
the distinct ways by which we speak God. Roland Frye, Garrett 
Green, Colin Gun ton and Janet Martin Soskice all focus on 
Father as a metaphorical name for God. Frye maintains there is 
an essential difference between simile and metaphor, and that 
Father is God's most fitting metaphorical name. While God is a 
few times compared to a mother by illustrative simile (mainly in 
Second and Third Isaiah), he is never named mother or ad­
dressed as mother; more positively, the appellative and predica­
tive metaphor Father is said of God directly or vocatively about 
250 times in the Old and New Testaments. One might wonder, 
however, whether the division between metaphor and simile is so 
airtight. Are not all metaphors immediately translatable back into 
similes? The answer is No, according to Garrett Green, who ex­
plains how contemporary thinkers see metaphor not as atomistic 
and substitutional (the classical view) but as contextualized and 
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unique. Thus, Father is God's unique metaphorical name which 
transcends mere simile. Still, one might counter that metaphors 
are protean and plastic: if Father can be said uniquely of God, 
then why not also Mother? Gunton addresses himself to this 
objection in dialogue with Sallie McFague, contending that a 
realist theological epistemology shows that divine metaphor can­
not be totally protean but must be measured by reality as scripture 
lets us know it. Otherwise, protean language only serves pro­
crustean intentions. Even granted what Green and Gunton say, 
however, it is still true that metaphor gets its peculiar "twist" 
and semantic creativity from the fact that it is, literally speaking, 
false-which raises the question whether God can be named 
Father literally. Soskice thinks not, and claims Aquinas agrees : 
" Aquinas ... would have difficulty with the idea that the nam­
ing of God as father is more than figurative speech " ( 83). But 
if we keep in mind that what we call literal speech, Aquinas calls 
proper speech, which he opposes to metaphorical speech, then it 
is clear that for him Father is said of God literally (ST 1.13.6; 
29.3; 33.2). 

Looking beyond metaphor, Robert Jenson and J. A. DiNoia 
assert that God's literal names are predicated analogically, albeit 
they are also laced with a heavy dose of negative theology, a 
topic which Thomas Hopko makes the main focus of his essay. 
For Hopko, the Eastern Orthodox tradition is able to combine 
the positive naming of the Trinity with the conviction that God's 
being is beyond all categories of creaturely comprehension and 
expression. God is supra-essential, even non-essential, but God is 
not supra-or non-hypostatic, supra-or non-personal. Thus, the 
usual apophatic negations are not applied to the trinitarian names, 
for these names are of supreme revelatory and explanatory sig­
nificance for human being and living. Jenson sees theological 
feminism as a kind of Arianizing gnosticism which will not allow 
that Father and Son are God's literal names, whereas Nicene 
orthodoxy holds that they are God's proper, non-metaphorical 
names. Moreover, while both Christianity and gnosticism uphold 
the necessity of apophatic theological speech so that no one may 
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imagine that God can be manipulated by us, in Christianity's case 
the very positivity of revelation makes a difference: for gnosti­
cism, " apophaticism means that we have continuously to make 
up language in which to speak of God, since all speech fails as 
soon as it is used; for Christianity, apophaticism means that we 
are given language that is immune to our manipulating, that is 
' sacramental ' in its density " ( 109). Negative theology and 
God's incomprehensibility, it would seem, are not simply carte 
blanche to name God in whatever way we want. 

DiNoia also disagrees with feminism's reliance on a negative 
theology of God's incomprehensibility and on a positive theologi­
cal language which is usually restricted to metaphorical or sym­
bolic names. Drawing heavily on Aquinas, he asserts that some 
predicates are said of God substantially, not merely negatively or 
causally; that these substantial predicates may be either symbolic/ 
metaphorical or proper /literal; that literal predicates are said of 
God analogically, not uni vocally or equivocally; and that analogi­
cal speech, paradoxically, tries to say something true about God 
while being at the same time conceptually agnostic about God. 
Analogical speech about God can only exist when it acknowledges 
negative theology's emphasis on God's conceptual incomprehen­
sibility. The term, Father, then, may be applied to God in three 
ways ( 183-85) : metaphorically to the triune God; by appropria­
tion to the first person; literally and personally to the first person 
(pace Soskice), as revealed through Christ. In this last instance, 
Mother cannot be a substitute for Fat her, but at the metaphorical 
level Father does not exclude Mother as a name for God (pace 
Gunton), at least in private devotion and prayer, though other 
considerations advise against simply substituting Mother for 
Father as God's name in the church community which worships 
the triune God. 

In a further refinement, Alvin Kimel Jr. argues that familial 
kinship terms like Daddy or Father, because of their unique re­
lational reference within a given family, function as personal 
names when used in direct address or discourse, even though they 
are common to all families. Applying this insight to God, he 
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quotes Pannenberg: " On the lips of Jesus, ' Father ' became a 
proper name for God. It thus ceased to be simply one designation 
among others " ( 204) . 

Second Question: Why do we speak the Christian God as 
Father? Here is where the real dialogue with feminism needs to 
take place, for the different answers to this question ultimately 
determine the answers to the first question. Often bearing a 
heavy Barthian emphasis, seven essays-those by Green, Jenson, 
Kimel, Gerhard Forde, Thomas Torrance, Geoffrey Wainwright 
and Ray Anderson-stress divine revelation as the reason why 
Christians address God as Father. Green notes that many femi­
nists tend to see revelational religion as basically a human con­
struct and projection, where the theology which serves that reve­
lation becomes simply a " role-model theology " that constructs 
a God who is the super-paradigm, and thus the ideological war­
rant, of a way of being human already chosen beforehand. In 
such a view, religion's God is automatically a false ideology. 
Forde sees God's hiddenness as that which prevents us from sim­
ply being able to name him at will ; rather, we receive God's names 
from the historically particular revelation provided for us in 
Jesus Christ. Disagreeing with the feminist Christologies which 
he sees as functionalist and process oriented, Anderson contends, 
like Forde, that Christianity must hold to an incarnational Chris­
tology which respects the historical particularity of the revela­
tion of God coming to fullness in the man Jesus. Basing himself 
on liturgical worship as a theological source, Wainwright under­
lines the trinitarian structure of salvation in the New Testament 
and Jesus' naming of God as Father. Torrance and Jenson assert 
that God reveals to us his own names, which apply primarily to 
him and only secondarily to us. The trinitarian names are central 
to Christianity's trinitarian faith, Torrance adding that the para­
dox of divine revelation is that " all anthropomorphic elements 
are governed by divine theomorphic activity " ( 125). 

What I miss in this discussion, however, is the sense that reve­
lation-granted that it is an act of God and not simply a human 
ideological projection-needs to be understood and interpreted by 
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humans even in order to be received as revelation at all. If this 
is admitted, then it must also be conceded to the feminists that 
male ideological distortion can affect the way in which revelation 
is interpreted by the church, so that the church's revelation, as 

interpreted (nor is there ever any uninterpreted revelation), is 
justifiably subject to a hermeneutics of suspicion using an ideol­
ogy critique. 

Following Barth and Jenson who deny the logos asarkos, Kimel 
radicalizes revelation even further by holding that Jesus' very 
naming of God as Father is temporally (and thus eternally) con­
stitutive of the divine Fatherhood of God. " But the decisive fact 
is that ' Father ' is Jesus' chosen term, and the identity of the 
economic and essential Trinities precludes us from tampering 
with this language. In trinitarian doctrine, historical contingency 
may enjoy theological finality" (207). This ingenious move of 
neo-orthodox theology is the strongest possible rejection of 
feminism's mother-language for God, for if the Father is not 
only revealed but actually constituted as Father through being 
addressed as such by Jesus, then 11;! other will not do as God's 
name, since if Jesus had used Mother he would have constituted 
a different first person of the Trinity. However, such a theology 
of God's temporal or eternal becoming is itself open to serious 
objections, and one need not subscribe to it in order for one to de­
bate the problem of revelation with the feminists on the basis of a 
sufficiently robust sense of the Trinity's revelation in the paschal 
mystery of Jesus Christ. 

The kernel of this debate is the nature of revelation, which 
these theologians argue cannot simply be reduced to societal or 
sexual pressures and norms but must be rooted ultimately in the 
wisdom and will of God. This is certainly a reasonable view if 
one considers that the polytheistic religions of the patriarchal 
cultures of the Jewish and Christian era worshiped a host of male 
and female deities, whereas Jews and Christians, against the reli­
gious and cultural currents of their times, adored a single God 
who was to be named Father. If, as can be argued, monotheism 
arose because of a counter-cultural revelation from God, then 
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why cannot Father as God's name have arisen in the same way? 
Those who assert that God's Fatherhood is simply an ideological 
warrant for male oppression of females forget that males have op­
pressed females within patriarchal cultures from time imme­
morial, no matter how many goddesses their polytheistic religions 
contained. There seems to be no direct correspondence between 
the apotheosis of female deities and the lessening of female oppres­
sion, for female deity does not necessarily enhance female human­
ity. Perhaps the revelation of the monotheistic Father-God took 
place for another reason which, in time, would actually overcome, 
rather than support, the age-old oppression and belittling of 
women. 

Third Question: What does speaking the Christian God as 
Father teach us about God and ourselves? If God's name is any­
thing more than a mere cipher or placeholder for the divine in­
comprehensibility, then how does belief in God as Father illumine 
our lives? Negative theology cannot help us at this point since it 
simply tells us that God is neither male nor female; but with 
equal reason both Father and Mother protect the divine incom­
prehensibility since neither name asserts that God has a gender. 
Wherein lies, then, the positive revelatory fullness of Father? 
The theologian is not here proving his or her faith but searching 
out reasons by which he or she might understand that faith. But 
a word of caution is in order. As we try to understand why God 
is named Father, we must be careful not to advance the same sort 
of ideological distortions by which men have maintained power 
over women for millenia. If our reasons cannot withstand a 
balanced feminist ideology critique, then they should be aban­
doned, since God could not have meant to reveal to us anything 
that would have legitimated the oppression of women by men on 
the grounds that the former are somehow less fully human than 
the latter. For example, does such a distortion occur when 
Green writes, "The self-emptying of God presupposes his full­
ness; his weakness presupposes his strength; his ' femininity ' 
presupposes his ' masculinity ' " ( 61) ? Does not such a sentence 
foster the view that men are full and strong humans while women 
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are weak and empty humans, which many today see as a male 
ideology imposed upon women? 

In any case, Green sees Father as metaphorically signifying 
God's kenotic masculinity, wherein the powerful God divests 
himself of all power and domination in order to subvert the 
powers of this world (especially those which are masculine). A 
suffering feminine God could not challenge the powers of this 
world so profoundly since she would start out as merely one more 
victim. Frye also maintains that rather than jettisoning the name 
Father, it is better to keep it as the basis from which to challenge 
men's oppression of women. The bowdlerizing of biblical lan­
guage about God will not help women to be less oppressed within 
patriarchal societies any more than the goddesses of the past 
helped, but the power and wisdom of the transcendent and loving 
Father can confront and overthrow male powers of domination. 

Soskice, Gunton, and Elizabeth Achtemeier all focus on divine 
transcendence and immanence. Soskice asks how we can keep 
Father as God's theological name without also making it an ideo­
logical warrant for oppression. Combining Ricoeur and Molt­
mann, she answers that the Christian Father-God is not a " sepa­
rated transcendence " but an involved and immanent transcend­
ence, a "motherly Father." For Gunton, Father signifies God's 
ontological discontinuity with creation, whereas the logic of fe­
male deity is the logic of pantheism, which destroys our other­
ness from God and thus our ability to relate to God as free and 
autonomous individuals. For Achtemeier, Father does not allow 
us to conflate creature and creator, which pagan and Eastern reli­
gions tend to do. It was no historical accident that the revelation 
of the one God to the Jews, which separates the transcendent God 
from creation, preceded the Christian revelation of the Trinity in 
Christ's incarnation, which puts the stress back on God's imman­
ence within creation. God is both transcendent and immanent, 
but the divine immanence can only be grasped in a non-pantheistic 
fashion if the divine transcendence has been revealed first. Father, 
which seamlessly names both the one God of Israel and the first 
person of the Trinity, signifies this divine transcendence which is 
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also immanent to us in Christ. Achtemeier shows in detail that 
although feminists deny that feminine God-language ineluctably 
leads to such a pantheistic mingling of God and creation, their 
writings demonstrate the opposite. 

Can the transcendent Father-God withstand a feminist ideology 
critique? That is, does the theological view that God as Father is 
transcendent necessarily lead to (or stem from) the ecclesial or 
societal view that man naturally transcends woman, either in 
humanity, rationality, power or authority? Such a move has 
often in fact been made within church and society, and it deserves 
to be repented and corrected. But it is not a necessary move since 
it imagines that the transcendence of God over creation mimics 
and legitimates the transcendence of man over woman, whereas 
Father as God's name actually gets its metaphorical, analogical 
and personal force from the familial relation of father to child, not 
from the spousal relation of husband to wife or the gender rela­
tion of male to female. Now the question becomes: Is it true 
biologically and psychologically within the family that the father 
is more transcendent than the mother vis-a-vis the child, and the 
mother more immanent than the father vis-a-vis the child? Or is 
even this distinction simply another sexist distortion? If Father 
is a parental but not a gender term of transcendence, then Chris­
tianity's confession of God as Father cannot be used as an ideo­
logical legitimation for men's oppression of women, since the 
roles of mother and father vis-a-vis the child are not better or 
worse, higher or lower, but merely different in a complementary 
way. Moreover, as Soskice says, the Christian God is an involved 
and immanent transcendence, a "motherly Father." Neverthe­
less, we cannot simply substitute Mother for Father without fall­
ing back into pantheism and abandoning the revelation of God's 
transcendence, nor can we simply add Mother to Father as an­
other of God's names without regressing into polytheism and 
forsaking the revelation of the one God (for the natural symbolic 
power of these two names applied simultaneously to God sug­
gests either a freakish hermaphrodite deity or, more probably, 
the god/ goddess distinction of polytheistic religion). 
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Fourth Question: vVhy does theological feminism have trouble 
with speaking the Christian God as Father? Elizabeth Morelli's 
thought-provoking philosophical paper would not permit one to 
answer that it is because women have a gender-specific experi­
ence of God or a unique and privileged conscious access to God. 
There are two reasons why the question of woman's special ex­
perience of God has arisen for us today. First, there is the long­
standing bias from the early Greeks onwards which attributes 
rationality so exclusively to men that women are consigned to 
being pre-rational (woman's intuition), extra-rational (woman's 
affectivity and emotions, especially the erotic ones), or supra­
rational. Second, there is the contemporary bromide which holds 
that all knowledge is particularistic because it is shaped by its so­
cial origins. Following Lonergan's contention that the structures 
of human rationality (not necessarily its connatural objects or 
emphases) are universal, transcultural, and gender-transcendent, 
she sees as equally fallacious the ascription to woman of either 
a special intuition or a non-rationality. What is often called a 
woman's intuition is really "a matter of pre-reflective or unob­
jectified conscious acts of perception, intelligence, affectivity, and 
reason " (234). Men and women share the same set of conscious 
and intentional operations to understand anything. If " we under­
stand our access to God to be the very ground or core of the 
human spirit, then we cannot attribute to woman qua woman 
a specific conscious access to God. To do so would be to assert 
that woman is not quite human, or that there are two distinct 
human natures" (236). 

David Scott and Stephen Smith show how feminism's extreme 
dislike for any kind of dualism prevents it from confessing God 
as Father. For Scott, feminist theology is a critical reaction 
against what it sees as a series of destructive dualisms, the most 
basic and pernicious of which is the split between God and the 
material universe taught in the traditional doctrine of creation 
from nothing. He shows how, in reaction to these dualisms, 
some feminist theologians try to unite God and creation even 
more tightly by predicating of the created world and of humanity 
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various functions or attributes which classical theology reserves 
for Jesus Christ-incarnation, redemption, and the state of being 
born or begotten from God. However, they distort the orthodox 
doctrine of creation by saddling it with such dualisms-what they 
really have in their sights is a Hellenistic or deistic view of God 
and creation-and thus end up attacking a parody of the orthodox 
doctrine. Smith explains how language and worldview go to­
gether, how one leads to the other. Feminist theology's attempted 
renaming of God is only to be expected since it places itself 
squarely in the monistic tradition which denies the absolute 
transcendence of God by espousing a fundamental unity (not 
simply union) of creator and creature (whether pantheistic or 
panentheistic). Scripture, then, which undergirds faith in the 
transcendent God known as Father, has to be reinterpreted as 
pre-scientific or mythological, or as a male sexist projection. 
What comes to light in the feminist theological proj-ect is that 
"naming is merely the linguistic component of the theological 
task of constructing alternative world views and models " ( 269). 

We have now come back full circle to our first question about 
God-language but with the realization that theological speech and 
theological truth go hand in hand. As some of the answers to the 
third and fourth questions have shown, mother-language about 
God tends to uphold and extend the monistic worldview which 
conflates God and creation, whereas father-language about God 
stresses God's transcendence over creation. The answer to the 
second question about revelation holds the key to unpacking the 
real issue at stake: Does Christianity teach as essential to its 
revelation that God is transcendent to the world of creation, or is 
such a teaching due mainly to the male sexist projection ingrained 
within patriarchal cultures? If the latter, then mother-language 
for God must complement or even replace father-language for 
God since such language functions distortedly as a bulwark for 
false ideology; if the former, then the question of God-language 
may remain open, though no language will be tolerated which 
subverts God's transcendence. 

Speaking the Christian God does an excellent job of opening 
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up many of the foundational issues in the discussion with theo­
logical feminism, especially in the areas of language, revelation, 
and theological reflection about God as Father. While acknowl­
edging that no one book can accomplish all good things, I con­
clude with three constructive comments about what those who de­
bate with feminism need to bring to the dialogue as a comple­
ment to the solid beginnings initiated in this book. First, there 
needs to be even more sensitivity to women's experience of op­
pression and marginalization within church and society, otherwise 
there is little hope that theological reflection on the Fatherhood of 
God will convince many feminists that the Father-God is any­
thing other than Mary Daly's male God who ideologically pre­
serves males as God. Second, if whatever we know is at least 
partially a social construct, since our individual knowledge is al­
ways an interpretation of reality which is able to be affected by 
the fact we live in society and imbibe its views and values, 
then the ideological distortion of our knowledge of reality is al­
ways a danger. But this means that there needs to be more 
place for ideology critique within the theological reflection about 
God as Father, in order to insure that theological language does 
not consciously or unconsciously maintain a lowered or marginal 
status for women. Finally, there needs to be more sustained re­
flection, shorn of false ideology, on why Christianity has ad­
dressed its God as Father, and in this reflection more attention 
needs to be given to Father and Mother as depth symbols im­
bedded in the human psyche (e.g., see John Miller's Biblical 
Faith and Fathering, and the Epilogue to Richard Tarnas's The 
Passion of the Western Mind). The passionate and sometimes 
polemical debate with feminists reveals that the crucial issues do 
not just concern God but also touch the symbolic depths of how 
we identify ourselves as men and women within this world. As 
Rahner taught so well, theology and anthropology always walk 
hand in hand. 
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In presenting the fruit of a lifetime of exploration on the part of this 
theological craftsman of the highest merit, the editor has performed 
an unparalleled service. For William Hill is a clear and courageous 
thinker, and one whose selfless editorial duties have perhaps curtailed 
his own writing over the years. Yet these essays make up for that, and 
afford younger students of theology a starting point for their reflections 
beyond the fads of the moment, yet seizing the challenge of contem­
porary proposals. His grasp of classical and of modern idiom, together 
with his range of reading, make him a theologians' theologian par ex­
cellence. For with his classical mentors he is concerned with conceptual 
coherence, yet equally anxious to respond to the anthropological per­
spectives of contemporary theological inquiry. 

Briefly characterized, the work brings Thomas Aquinas into dialogue 
with Heidegger and with Whitehead, using each of the latter figures to 
challenge an earlier " Thomistic" synthesis of the thought of Thomas 
Aquinas, and highlight dimensions of his theology hitherto left quite 
implicit. This creative recovery of medieval thought begins with an 
established interpretation of Aquinas's metaphysical transformation of 
the neoplatonized Aristotle of Avicenna: his insistence that esse {exist­
ing) precedes essence (or possibility) . The identification of God as 
that One in whom essence and existing are identical sets the stage for 
Hill's explicitly theological treatment of free persons, by analogy with 
the " persons " of the divine triunity: " each divine person ' posits ' 
the others as over and against himself and thereby posits himself in 
his hypostatic identity. What all this bases itself upon is the under­
standing that the Christian revelation of freedom as radically constitut­
ing personhood enables it to function as a category which surmounts 
the Greek dichotomizing of reality into contingency and necessity " 
(117). 

If the identification of existing with essence in God confronts 
Heidegger's critique of " ontology," Hill's use of classical trinitarian 
thought to suggest a fruitful distinction in human creatures between 
nature and freedom allows him at once to correct the caricature of 
Aquinas proffered by process theologians as "classical theism," and 
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also to profit by their criticisms of the use of hellenistic categories like 
impassibility in divinity. "The key ... lies in the mystery of freedom. 
Abstractly, freedom is a property of nature, but its exercise is the pre· 
rogative of person as the existential instantiation of nature. The person 
viewed ontologically (as subject of the act of existing) thus determines 
itself though its nature to be the sort of person it is, viewed psychologi· 
cally and historically" (127). Finite natures need to negotiate all sorts 
of causal influences in effecting such a determination of themselves; 
not so " an infinite nature whose freedom is transcendent." Yet when 
that One freely determines itself to be source and goal of all, and espe· 
cially of rational creatures (cf. Summa Theologiae 1.2 Prol.), then 
" that choice is one of willing to be constituted, personally and so rela­
tionally, and in this sense to be determined, by other free beings" 
(127). So the God who (in Aquinas' idiom) is not "really related" to 
the world in the sense of enduring (in Hill's words) "passive influx," 
nonetheless freely relates to intentional creatures in such a way as to 
be responsive to their freedom. So his response to Moltmann's conten· 
tion that God suffers " in his very deity " is an explicitly Christological 
one: "first, that God remains immutable and impassible in his own in­
trinsic godhead, so that his genuine love for creatures cannot entail suf­
fering within divinity as such; but second, that God does choose to en­
ter personally and relationally into the heart of humankind's suffering 
in his transcendentally free and loving response to it. God truly suffers 
... in and through his humanity which is one with the humanity of all 
men and women" (162). 

If this resolution sounds "classical," it is, both in its concern for 
conceptual coherence and for bringing out the radical implications of 
doctrines like that of Chalcedon. By drawing out, with Norris Clarke, 
the virtualities of intentionality in medieval thought, and explicitly 
linking these with his own work in trinitarian theology, Hill can essay 
the speculation " that in his nature God remains ever changeless, while 
in his personhood he is capable of altering in virtue of the fact that the 
latter category is understood as pure relation to other persons, divine 
and created" (162). This inner-trinitarian distinction allows him to 
exploit the formulae of Chalcedon in a particular direction: "not view­
ing God's becoming human as a union of two natures, divine and 
human ... , but as a unity wherein the Son of God is the ultimate sub­
ject of the human nature" (162). For such a use of the orthodox 
view, relying as it does on the primacy of existing over essence, then 
allows him to understand how it is that God truly suffers-in Christ. 

Further dialogue with process theologians with respect to the manner 
of God's love of humans, as a " continuation of God's own act of crea­
tion" (140), reminds us that "the doctrine of the Trinity as the 
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koinonia of God's own inner life [offers] the richest analogy of all 
between God and us: . . . an analogy of relational love [whereby] it 
become clearest of all that divine love is gift-love, not need-love. By 
contrast, the God of process theology in loving the world is not a per· 
son at all but only a principle" (140). By beginning with the key 
doctrine of creation, Hill allows us to glimpse the richness of a classical 
theism so subject to misrepresentation. Similarly with philosophical 
and theological assertions of God's eternity, he shows how only an 
eternal God can be related gratuitously (rather than naturally) to the 
world which this same God freely determines to create. Once again, 
the distinction between nature and person in God allows God to 
" choose to be affected by, and responsive to, our temporally achieved 
transformations in a mode consonant with his eternity" (91). By the 
same logic, there need be no incompatibility between the creator's free 
agency and ours, since " God's causal influx ... is not extrinsic to the 
will (as is the case with all created agents) but entirely from within " 
(72). While this resolution of a classic conundrum reflects Aquinas' 
transcendent logic of divine activity, Hill reminds us that the " causal 
influx " is thoroughly intentional (or personal), so returning dilemmas 
generated in the domain of divine grace to the primordial issue of crea­
tion, where " time itself is part of the divine production," and the " ab­
solute transcendence of God [enunciated by divine eternity] conveys 
that [God] is present within the very occurrence of freedom " ( 73) . 
Here again, a sound metaphysics combines with a keen sense of the 
crucial role of central Christian doctrines like that of creation to offer 
a divinity whose every act is one of a gracious bestowal of existence. 

The final section of the book is appropriately titled " Preaching and 
the Search for God "-appropriate for a Dominican and faithful to the 
method which Hill has employed throughout the rest of the book. For 
the contention of this final section is that preaching at once terminates 
the inquiry which is theology as well as gives it fresh impetus. Indeed 
the dialectic required to articulate God's saving action to us in our 
present circumstances is not unlike that in which Hill has been en­
gaged, presenting a doctrinal and theological tradition in response to 
contemporary critics, who challenge thinkers like himself to expand 
their horizons of interpretation. The world in which we live similarly 
confronts preachers, asking them through their words and through 
their lives to turn the gospel into a present speech-event, "thereby 
creatively augmenting that tradition" (191) which it seeks to mediate. 
All preaching, then, participates in a mode of activity which Hill pro­
poses as "genuine pastoral theology " ( 183) : a dialectical process en­
tailing interpretative skills as well as interior response to the call of 
the Word upon us which gives operative witness to others that " God's 
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Word is to interpret us" (189). That two-way response to the Word 
of God neatly summarizes William Hill's witness to us as theologian as 
well: to he the mediator between classical and contemporary idiomata 
in such a way as to enrich the deliverances of both, reminiscent of 
Matthew's commendation of the " disciple in the kingdom of Heaven 
[being] like a householder who brings out from his storeroom new 
things as well as old" (13 :52). The excitement of this project will not 
he lost on students of theology confronted with novel theories periodi­
cally renewed. What makes William Hill a theologians' theologian is 
not only his conceptual clarity, hut his capacity to move among us as 
a fellow inquirer. Bereft of any need to kill off contenders to make 
room for his innovations, we rather find him recalling on every page 
how much he has learned from others and wishes to pass on to us. 

University of Notre Dame 
Notre Dame, Indiana 

DAVID B. BURRELL, c.s.c. 

The Diversity of Religions: A Christian Perspective. By J. A. D1NoIA, 
O.P. Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 
1992. $29.95 (cloth), $17.95 (paper). 

For some time now the debate in the Christian theology of religions 
has centered around the question of ·the possibility of salvation for non­
Christians. The answers to this question have often been placed in a 
threefold typology: exclusivism, inclusivism or pluralism. Exclusivists 
generally maintain that salvation is conditional on an explicit confes­
sion of faith in Jesus Christ, hence non-Christians are lost. Pluralists, 
on the other hand, maintain that salvation can he found in different 
religions in various ways, and that Christianity is one among many 
paths to the divine reality. Inclusivists agree that non-Christians may 
he saved, and if they are it may he through rather than despite their 
religion. Inclusivists differ from pluralists in believing that Christ is 
the constitutive cause of all salvation, even therefore the salvation of 
a non-Christian. DiNoia's hook claims to do two very significant 
things. First, to go beyond the three approaches and suggest a fresh 
way of dealing with the question. Second, in doing so, to create a new 
agenda for the Christian theology of religions. My verdict: he partly 
fails and partly succeeds, and both his failings and success are deeply 
instructive and profoundly illuminating. 

DiNoia's argument is advanced carefully and lucidly and is acces-
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sihle to non-specialists. The bibliographic essay /notes related to each 
chapter indicate thorough research (with one exception) and are a 
pleasure to read. DiNoia (a Thomist with Barthian leanings) closely 
follows George Lindbeck's cultural-linguistic model of religion, arguing 
that the specific way of life, determined by the actual doctrines held, 
uniquely shapes and moulds the religious practitioner. The goal and 
means of the religious way are intrinsically related and cannot he 
separated. He then persuasively argues that the difficulty with plural­
ists and inclusivists is that they impose a soteriocentricism upon other 
religions where there may he none! In contrast, DiNoia maintains 
one cannot say anything about the meaning of another religion apart 
from specific and proper attention to the ways in which its doctrines 
regulate its practice and stipulate the goal to he achieved by that way 
of life. In Christianity, eternal fellowship with the blessed Trinity can 
be said to he the goal (salvation) which is carefully orchestrated in 
minute detail through the liturgical life of the community. To claim 
that other religions attain the same salvific goal is therefore problem­
atic. DiNoia's argument creates a space for other religions to really 
disclose what they are about in their doctrines and practice, without a 
priori categorization, and this is to he welcomed. Hence, the necessity 
of dialogue as the proper location for disclosure of the "other". Dia­
logue thereby becomes central to a theology of religions. Only in this 
process can we ask the question as to whether and how these ways of 
life relate to Christianity. 

DiNoia allows for the possibility that doctrinal truth and good ac­
tions can he found in other religions, without compromising the cen· 
trality of the incarnation as constitutive of salvation. But DiNoia is 
reticent on whether this goodness and truth can he said to he in prin­
ciple the means of salvation for the non-Christian. He does not want 
to say ' yes ', for this would tend to negate the view that doctrines con· 
stitute a way of life towards a particular goal which is not otherwise 
attainable. Nor does he want to say 'no', for this may limit the way 
in which God actually does work. What he prefers to say, when con­
fronted by the question of non-Christian salvation, is that non-Chris­
tians will have a chance to attain salvation after death in a purgatorial 
state. Since DiNoia accepts that purgatory does not provide an op­
portunity for the reversal of life-shaping decisions taken prior to death, 
he allows that other religions may therefore have a providential, 
"rather than specifically salvific," role (90). A religion may deter­
mine an individual's decision to "acknowledge Christ" (107) in the 
purgatorial state. Hence other religions may, at their best, be a kind 
of preparatio evangelica. DiNoia breaks fresh ground here in utilizing 
purgatory in this manner and it is a shame that he does not spend 



526 BOOK REVIEWS 

more time defending and elaborating this crucial part of his thesis. For 
Reformation and Orthodox theologians who may have difficulties with 
the concept of purgatory he suggests they " could content themselves 
with a less specified notion of prospective salvation or with an alterna­
tive account of what it might entail" (191). DiNoia's solution allows 
for the universality of the offer of salvation and the specificity of its 
constitutive cause: Jesus Christ. DiNoia believes that in this approach 
he avoids an untenable exclusivism and has surpassed both pluralism 
and inclusivism. In his final chapter DiNoia argues that the stage is 
now set for Christianity to both criticise and defend itself in dialogue 
with others, rather than defending a priori views of salvific availability. 
There is a spirited defence of a rehabilitated form of natural theology 
(which follows after revelation, not before) so that the range of con­
versations with other religions will involve debate about the implica· 
tions of the created order, history and experience. 

The hook is crammed with incisive criticisms of pluralists, wise 
words on purgatory and shrewd observations on the state of the de­
bate. DiNoia's argument is extremely persuasive and attractively 
argued. However, I must register some reservations. First, I do not 
think that he has fundamentally stepped out of the three-fold classifica· 
tion as he claims. What he has done is to develop exclusivism with 
great nuance and skill. By my definition above he is an exclusivist be­
cause he holds that ultimately salvation requires explicit confession of 
Christ. He fails to notice this because of his deficient definition of ex­
clusivism as requiring " explicit faith in Christ prior to death" (ix). 
In the literature there is clear evidence that some exclusivists hold 
firmly to the first part (explicit faith in Christ) , hut not necessarily 
to the second part (prior to death). Historically most exclusivists have 
not been willing to entertain any possibility of choice for or against the 
gospel after death. However, and this is DiNoia's chief bibliographical 
lacuna, there are exclusivists who are willing to consider post-mortem 
solutions precisely because the implication of mass non-culpable perdi­
tion is unacceptable. Origen J athanna goes so far as to suggest the 
idea of rebirth in order to accommodate the possibility of the non­
culpahle non-Christian having the chance to confess Christ. Most ex· 
clusivists, however, will not go to such lengths hut leave it to the mys· 
tery of God that after this life and before final judgement the non· 
culpable non-Christian may have the opportunity to confess faith in 
Christ. Carl Braaten, Clark Pinnock and David Bloesch are examples, 
none of whom are mentioned by DiNoia. However, it must he said 
that DiNoia's version of exclusivism, retaining the necessity of explicit 
confession in Christ while holding to the possibility of universalism 
through purgatory and maintaining a possible providential role for 
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other religions, is one of the finest and most sophisticated statements of 
exclusivism. My quibble here is with his thinking that this is other 
than exclusivism and that his position is a fourth and fresh option in 
the debate. 

Second, I found some of his criticisms of inclusivism unconvincing, 
due in part to his occasional misrepresentation of Rahner and the in­
clusivist position (there are inclusivists who are critical of Rahner's 
foundationalism). Two examples will suffice. DiNoia says that in­
clusivists attribute to non-Christians the possibility of " implicit accept­
ance of a revelation they explicitly reject or of which they are un· 
aware" (101). While Rahner argues that implicit acceptance of God 
is possible without explicit knowledge of God, he categorically denies 
that implicit faith could he attributed to one who knowingly and ex­
plicitly rejects Christianity (Theological Investigations, Vol. 5, p. 120). 
More fundamentally, Rahner is very clear that his reflections are a 
priori, covering only the possibility that salvation is available through 
the non-Christian's religion. He firmly states that the historian of reli­
gions and other specialists will have to investigate how far this may 
he true or false (Theological Investigations, Vol. 17, pp. 49-50). Hence 
DiNoia's characterization of inclusivism as asserting the actuality 
rather than the possibility of soteriocentricism is false. The real dif­
ferences between DiNoia and inclusivists are two fold. First, in their 
different estimations of the possibility of implicit faith in a non-Chris­
tian and thereby the possibility that such implicit faith may he mediated 
through the non-Christian's religion. Second, the explicit requirement 
of confession in Christ as the exclusive condition for salvation. The 
difference does not properly lie in (all) inclusivists imputing a soterio­
centricism where there may be none, for many inclusivists simply do 
not make such claims. 

DiNoia's main argument (98-103) against implicit faith being at­
tributed to non-Christians is that there is no traditionally required 
" potentially explicable and publicly identifiable body of teachings im­
plicitly held " by a person " on the authority of competent or official 
teachers " ( l 02) . The teaching of implicit faith was historically de­
veloped in relation to catechumens or those who are in the church but 
with little intellectual grasp and understanding of its teachings. But 
DiNoia fails to address the defense offered by Rahner and Congar that 
implicit faith must be presupposed in true acts of love and charity. 
Rahner argues that in as much as true acts of love and charity are re­
quired by a non-Christian's religion, then their religion, in that in­
stance, mediates salvation. DiNoia partially recognizes this in his dis­
cussion of Aquinas and moral action (95-98), even acknowledging that 
Aquinas admits the operation of grace in such acts (97). But what 
then is grace, if it is not saving grace, both potentially, in leading the 
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person more closely towards God, and actually, m bringing the per­
son into the presence of God? 

My third reservation lies with his purgatorial solution. I do not have 
difficulties with the concept and possibility of purgatory, but with 
DiNoia's use of it. I would suggest that the logic of his position would 
require that non-culpable non-Christians end up in limbo rather than 
purgatory. They certainly do not merit eternal punishment and they 
certainly do not merit eternal salvation-or even seek it. This objec­
tion has a similar logic to the one DiNoia employs against applying the 
category of implicit faith to non-Christians. Purgatory, properly con­
ceived, is there for Christians who are not fully purified, not for those 
who are not DiNoia seems to acknowledge this in a note: 
" The doctrine of purgatory simply allows for some kind of interval in 
which the necessary purification can be undergone by persons who die 
in the ' state of grace', with their sins forgiven, but with lingering ef­
fects of sin or any other spiritual deficiencies ... rendering them un­
fit for the enjoyment of blissful, eternal fellowship with the Triune 
God" (191-92, my emphasis). Furthermore, if purgatory does not al­
low for a change in fundamental decision there is an allied problem. 
If, in the best scenario, the providential role of another religion pro­
vides a preparatio evangelica, then by definition the non-Chris­
tian will have made a fundamental decision for their own religion be­
fore death. To then :require that a Buddhist, shaped by his or her spe­
cific form of Buddhism, become a Christian would require the altering 
of their previous fundamental decision, unless it could he shown that 
Buddhism was entirely in continuity with Christianity. But to assert 
this to any real extent would require acknowledging Buddhism as a 
partial means to salvation. To assert otherwise would acknowledge 
that if the practice of salvation is what constitutes salvation then the 
Buddhist would have to learn a radically new language and pursue a 
radically new way of life which surely constitutes a more fundamental 
shift, a more fundamental decision, than simply further purification 
which is all that purgatory can provide. DiNoia very briefly touches 
on these difficulties in the notes (191), but not with enough detail or 
rigour. However, one cannot ask him to write two books when he has 
offered us one very good one. 

Clearly, this book is immensely stimulating. DiNoia's success is 
surely in raising a host of fresh questions and challenges which can­
not now be ignored in this field. 

University of Bristol 
Bristol, England 

GAVIN D'COSTA 
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Thomas Aquinas: An Evangelical Appraisal. By NORMAN L. GEISLER. 

Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1991. Pp. 195. 
$12.95. 

The avowed aim of this hook is to win for Aquinas a more sympa­
thetic hearing in evangelical circles. An evangelical who has himself 
been an admirer of Thomas for many years and has made extensive 
use of thomisitc writings, Geisler is keenly aware of the immensity of 
his task. Prominent evangelicals have manifested a pronounced hostil­
ity towards Aquinas, accusing him of a variety of sins, from being a 
proto-humanist to reducing Christian faith to a faulty Aristotelianism. 
Geisler nevertheless believes the rehabilitation of Thomas worth the 
effort and offers in this hook ample testimony to the ways in which 
Aquinas is in accord with the best of evangelical thought. 

Geisler appears to have adopted a threefold strategy. He begins hy 
rehearsing the odd ideas about Aquinas that evangelicals such as 
Francis Schaeffer have advanced; Geisler successfully demonstrates 
that the most serious charges made by evangelicals against Thomas are 
groundless. Geisler also devotes considerable effort to establishing 
Thomas's own credentials as an ' evangelical '; here, he argues in par­
ticular for Thomas's fidelity to scripture, and his concern for some 
epistemological and metaphysical issues of significance for evangelicals. 
Finally, Geisler occasionally highlights the contribution that Thomas 
can make to contemporary evangelical work. Not only would Thomas 
aid in the encounter with process theology (pp. 114ff.) ; hy his teach­
ing on the difference between the preambles and the articles of faith, 
as well as by his nuanced ways of figuring the relations of faith and 
reason, Thomas can help to overcome the present impasse between pre­
suppositionalists and evidentialists (pp. 20-1; p. 69) (for a more com­
plete list of the possible contributions of Aquinas to evangelical 
thought, see pp. 21-2). 

While few would doubt the nobility of Geisler's ambition, the hook 
is flawed in several respects. Most notably, the presentation of 
Thomas's thought falls short of Geisler's purpose. Geisler is basically 
content to summarize Thomas's positions on certain issues, often mere­
ly stringing together quotes from Thomas or offering paraphrases of 
Thomas's ideas. Evaluated as a simple summary of these issues, the 
hook is for the most part satisfactory, although hy bringing together 
discrete claims from remote and disparate parts of (especially) the 
Summa theologiae, Geisler may be guilty of imposing an order foreign 
to the thomistic original. Only occasionally does Geisler slip, changing 
or distorting Thomas's thought in the reporting. For example, in pro-
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viding an overview in the third chapter of Thomas on revelation, he 
writes (pp. 37-8) : "The Bible is inspired and inerrant, even in matters 
that are not essential to our redemption. No other Christian writing, 
neither the fathers nor the creeds, are inspired or revelatory. They are 
only human interpretations of God's revelation in Scripture." Even 
apart from the anachronistic introduction of the language of evangeli­
cal orthodoxy to frame Thomas's position ("The Bible is ... inerrant, 
even in ... "), the rendering can be questioned on two counts. For 
one thing, in support of his first claim, Geisler refers in a note to ST 
I l, 10 ad 3. As another use of that reply discloses (on p. 4 7, when 
he returns to the closer examination of the in errancy of scripture) , what 
has caught Geisler's eye is the declaration there that 'nothing false 
underlies the literal sense of scripture'. Yet, Geisler ignores the con­
text of this declaration. Thomas's concern is with the character of the 
parabolic sense of scripture: does parable convey literal or spiritual 
meaning? There is, in fact, a rich tradition of speculation on the mat­
ter, beginning with Origen, that informs Thomas's own analysis. 
Geisler leaves Thomas's main point unconsidered and thus misses the 
real novelty of the reply, that Thomas sees parable as functioning at 
the literal, not the spiritual, level. In fact, in the light of what he says 
elsewhere (p. 50), it is quite possible that Geisler has misunderstood 
Thomas's teaching about the parabolic sense (the choppiness of that 
rendering, however, makes it difficult to be certain of Geisler's point). 
Geisler's slip in the present passage is especially intriguing, given his 
subsequent praise (p. 54) of Thomas's own attention to context 
(Thomas, Geisler assures us, knows that " ' a text out of context is a 
pretext ' ") . 

The summary on pp. 37-8 falters as well by the introduction of the 
word " only"-" They are only human interpretations of God's revela­
tion in Scripture " (my emphasis) . Geisler' s error is to suggest a false 
dichotomy between scripture and its interpretations. h is of course 
true that for Thomas post-biblical writers are inferior to the biblical 
authors, the direct recipients of God's revelation. But, as a closer 
reading of the key text in the ST (I 1, 8 ad 2) would reveal-a text 
insufficiently explored by Geisler-post-biblical writers do nevertheless 
possess a real authority. Theirs is a participated authority grounded in 
their skills in interpreting God's word. The unfortunate effect of 
Geisler's insertion is to disrupt the continuity that Thomas perceives 
between God speaking in scripture and the reception of this word by 
the believing community, and thus to miss the important and authori­
tative role of ecclesia1 interpreters in the communication of divine 
teaching. 

But, despite providing a satisfactory summary of some aspects of 
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Thomas's teaching, Geisler's presentation of Thomas must nevertheless 
be judged on the whole inadequate. Even as summary the book ulti­
mately fails: its range of topics is simply too narrow. Geisler has been 
unduly influenced by the present concerns of evangelical thinkers. 
Thus, he is interested in what Thomas has to say about the status of 
scripture, epistemological questions (e.g., how one comes to faith, or 
the relation of faith and reason), and law and morality. This is a 
start, but Thomas wrote on many other topics of equal, sometimes of 
greater, importance. We are reminded of these other topics by 
Geisler's concluding reflections (p. 177). Perhaps to underscore his 
evangelical credentials after his extended praise for Thomas, Geisler 
insists that he in fact disagrees with Thomas on a whole range of 
issues, from sacramental questions (infant baptism and transsubstantia­
tion) to the divine authority of the Roman Catholic church. What is 
striking is that nowhere in this book does Geisler bother with these 
issues-he simply ignores them. Nor does he look at Thomas's teach­
ing about Trinity, Christology and (apart from some fleeting com­
ments) grace as both elevating and healing. In other words, Geisler 
presents us with a severely edited Thomas, a Thomas from whom all 
that might offend evangelical sensibilities has been erased. By eliminat­
ing the controversial, Geisler presents his reader with a thoroughly 
domesticated Thomas, a Thomas who might be easy to assimilate but 
who is incapable of challenging evangelicals or broadening their hori­
zons. Geisler has thus undermined his entire project. Rather than re­
storing Thomas to a place of prominence among evangelicals, allowing 
his voice to be heard in theological disputes (pp. 22-3), this Thomas 
would at best only offer support and reinforcement to evangelical 
writers for positions that they have already and independently de­
veloped. 

Indeed, it is doubtful whether simple summary, no matter how ex­
tensive, is sufficient for Thomas's rehabilitation in evangelical circles. 
l£ the intended audience is as inept in reading Aquinas as his com­
ments early in the book suggest, Geisler should have offered detailed 
lessons to prepare for the correct reading of Saint Thomas. What 
Thomas says is, of course, crucial. But, as important is the organiza­
tion of his arguments, both in individual questions and in treatises 
considered as a whole. How has Thomas organised the analysis of 
theological issues? Why does he pursue certain topics and not others? 
Why does he follow a particular order of questions in a given work, 
while revising the order of procedure in other writings? How do order 
and structure contribute to the realization of the pedagogical project 
of the writing under examination? Do Thomas's aims in teaching 
change from writing to writing? By considering these and other such 
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formal issues, Geisler would have placed his readers greatly into his 
debt. Scholastic teaching forms are on first encounter most puzzling. 
Greater attention to these features would have positioned his readers 
for the more fruitful first-hand encounter with Thomas's thought. 

Other features of the book similarly diminish its effectiveness. The 
bibliographies-both the Select Bibliography near the end of the book 
and the reading lists inserted in the early chapters-are haphazard. 
The title of Chenu's important introduction to Aquinas is rendered in­
correctly in the Select Bibliography {it is, however, reported correctly 
in the notes). Gilson's The Christian Philosophy of Saint Thomas 
Aquinas for some reason is included among biographies of Thomas {p. 
35) ; and the Rassegna di letteratura tomistica, essential for keeping 
pace with scholarship on Thomas, is inexplicably omitted from the list 
of aids to research {p. 42). While on the whole workmanlike and com­
petent, the writing at times also falters and would have benefitted from 
more careful editing. For example, the editor has nodded in a string 
of sentences on p. 14 where Geisler suggests that he does not accept 
what Thomas wrote naively and uncritically, when he means that his 
own reading of Thomas is critical; observes that it is beneficial to con­
sider the thought of this earlier theologian, for " I can see a lot farther 
standing on his shoulders than by attacking him in the back "; and 
concludes with the somewhat banal recognition that Aquinas will con­
tinue to be valued when he himself is long forgotten. (Incidentally, 
the occasional clumsiness of Geisler's writing contrasts strikingly with 
the grace and elegance of Ralph Mclnerny's Foreword.) Closer edit­
ing would, finally, have saved us from the most annoying feature of 
this book. Beginning with the cover and then repeated at strategic 
moments in the account {e.g., pp. 11, 35, 69, 101), Geisler hammers 
home his point about the value of Thomas for evangelicals by asking 
the rhetorical question: "should old Aquinas be forgot ? " What 
Geisler is probably expressing here (I have to confess, however, that 
I am guessing) is his hope of ushering in a 'new day' in the evan­
gelical use of Aquinas. But, the reference to Auld Lang Syne is much 
too oblique and stilted to he effective, and the refrain could safely have 
been eliminated without any loss to the book. 

University of Notre Dame 
Notre Dame, Indiana 

JOSEPH WAWRYKOW 
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Mind in Action: Essays in the Philosophy of Mind. By AMELIE OKSEN· 

BERG RORTY. Boston: Beacon Press, 1988. Pp. x & 378. 

This volume assembles essays written over a period of fifteen years 
(1973-1988), dealing with topics grouped into the following four areas: 
(1) persons and identity, (2) the nature of psychological activities, 
(3) problems in philosophy of mind such as fear, self-deception and 
akrasia, and ( 4) issues of virtue and character in social context. 
Rorty's approach to these topics is governed by a " commitment to the 
primacy of the particular" (ix). Her style, consequently, is rich in de­
tail, in the exhibition of differences between related issues (e.g., be­
tween personal identity and identity of human being), and in the dis· 
play of the importance of context for setting the philosophical problems 
concerning mind. Indeed, she writes: " If there were a great ontological 
table of contents, neither mind nor individ"Ual minds would be likely 
to appear on the list of independent substances " ( 5) . Thus the collec· 
tion does not set out a substantial theory of mind; rather, it exhibits a 
set of commitments and preoccupations-in the author's words, " a 
point of view." The value of the collection lies in its wealth of dis­
criminating exposition of intricately related issues, and in the display 
of a philosophical intellect whose consistency survives the strategic pre· 
disposition to analyze by distinguishing contexts. 

The first grouping of essays is "Persons and Personae." The title 
essay "Persons and Personae" (1987) argues that there is no over· 
arching synthesis that will reconcile the several concepts of a person. 
Rorty argues from the premise that any concept of person is rooted in 
and reflects the characteristic central activities of a society: "primary, 
privileged activities, the activities that are thought to express human 
excellence and tasks " ( 25) . This unpacks into three parts: ( 1) that 
there is no such thing as the concept of a person; (2) that concepts 
of persons are always reflective of some particular society; and (3) 
that the element of a society that defines its concept of self will be its 
list of central human activities, be they religious, political, economic, 
or moral in nature. Rorty analyzes seven such concepts, and concludes 
by eschewing what she calls a "vulgar Wittgensteinian" approach; 
namely, simply advising philosophers to be cured of the yearning for 
one metaphysical concept of person. Instead, briefly, she acknowledges 
that yearning and recommends inquiry into its roots and recommends 
scrutiny of the various overlapping but uncoordinatable concepts of 
person in the various areas of life that give rise to them. 

In "The Transformation of Persons" (1973) she argues that the 
question " Is this the same person? " may have multiple admissible 
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answers. The question of personal identity through change has, she 
argues, typically given rise to either psychological, memory-based cri­
teria, or to criteria based on reidentification of the same physical 
agent. Her claim is that either of these, pressed hard enough, presup­
poses the other. She dismisses the potentially dismal construal of this 
conclusion, holding that a recognition of the interdependence of psy­
chological and physical criteria of identity is in fact beneficial, as both 
kinds of criteria tend to emphasize our notion of persons as (at least) 
the "irreducible units of responsible agency " ( 57). The argumenta­
tion supporting this contention of criterial interdependence is, however, 
thin. 

In "Persons, Policies, and Bodies" (1973) Rorty moves her con­
cerns further toward the issues of responsibility. She examines the 
theory that a person is a locus of rational agency, that is, one who op­
erates according to deliberately adopted policies that guide particular 
choices. She notes that if this theory holds, the concept of a person is 
conceptually distinct from the concept of an individual human being 
and from an individuated self as a subject of experience. But it does 
not hold, according to her, at least in any robust sense. She discloses 
difficulties in fleshing out the notions of choice and rational agency 
required by the theory, arguing that attempts to salvage it by resorting 
to rationality as a matter of degree or as a potential tend to vitiate the 
theory instead of saving it. Rather, her view is that the concept person 
stems from the beliefs and practices which, in some society, define a 
complex biological organism. She holds that the identification of per­
sons depends on " a view about the normal sizes, location, and powers 
of human agents" (69); that is, on identifying their bodies. But ques­
tions about personhood and agency can and do still arise-e.g., Ham­
let's madness. Like the persons-as-rational-agents theory, bodily reiden­
tification is held to he a necessary hut not a sufficient condition of per­
sonal identity. 

This unconcluding conclusion is opened even wider in " Characters, 
Person, Selves, Individuals" (1976), an essay that broadens the dis­
cussion to related concepts such as "heroes," "characters," "pro­
tagonists," "actors," "agents," "souls," "figures," and "individuals," 
as well as the previously discussed " selves " and " persons." But Rorty 
is not crowding the ontological zoo. These conceptual distinctions do 
not, she holds, imply so many different sorts of existing entities. 
Rather, they reflect different perspectives on human agency and so so­
cial structures. Briefly, characters are rooted in epic and the novel; 
"They are their individual powers and dispositions" (80). Char­
acters are entirely public, and hence have their place in the polis of in­
terchangeable types, not a society of unique individuals. Figures are 
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objects of myth, "defined by their place in an unfolding drama" (83). 
Persons are unified loci of deliberately chosen action, where respon­
sibility, both legal and theological, can he fixed. Rorty finds Chris­
tianity's yoking of legal and theological conceptions in the person to be 
an important step in the development of an inward sense of agency. 
With soul and mind this element of inwardness takes pride of place, 
and we find the emergence of the idea of the identity-hearer that can 
survive death. Rorty moves on into a discussion of selves and indi­
viduals that incorporates and extends the preceding concepts. She al· 
ludes to-but does not really discuss-a wealth of literary and philo­
sophical touchstones: Austen, Trollope, Rousseau, Hobbs, Luther, 
Kant, Henry James, Sartre, Beckett, and Virginia Woolf. Even Daniel 
Boone makes a cameo appearance. This discussion will not illuminate 
the reader on any of these figures, hut a literate reader will find familiar 
material drawn into a new pattern converging on the theme of dis­
solution, alienation, and the fading of coherent identity. Rorty ends 
this essay with a typical conclusion concerning the scope and extension 
of personhood. It depends, she says. 

In "Explaining Emotions" (1978) Rorty turns to the problem that 
" often changes in emotions do not appropriately follow changes in 
belief " ( 103) . Her analysis of the intentionality of emotions em­
phasizes the holistic nature of mentality, suggesting that the intentional 
object of an emotion may not always he simply a belief. She also sup­
ports the view that emotions may well he overdetermined: there may he 
a physical account of why an emotion is experienced and an intentional 
account of its object, and both accounts may be true. In any case the 
origin and handling of emotions is argued to be closely related to the 
matter of habits. 

In "The Historicity of Psychological Attitudes" (1986) she em­
phasizes the dynamic interaction between the subjects and objects of 
psychological attitudes. In a striking image, she writes " As slides of 
frozen cells stand to a living, working organism, so do psychological 
attitudes construed as states stand to phenomena of dynamic interac· 
tion" (121). This raises the problem of the historicity of such atti­
tudes. She examines an instance of love to show that its construal as a 
dynamic, historical activity shows love to be rationally corrigible. 
Throughout, she insists that psychological attitudes are not to be con­
fused with their characteristic subjective feeling tones; love is not a 
feeling. Yet it permeates the lover: "Love is not only individuated by 
its objects; more significantly, the lovers are individuated by their 
love" (126). Highlighting the view that assessments of a love should 
be made with regard to its rationality, appropriateness, and conducive· 
ness to personal thriving, Rorty eschews general accounts of these fea-
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tures, saying that they will always be peculiar to the historical circum­
stances of the particular case. 

In "Jealousy, Attention, and Loss" (1978) Rorty explores the 
origins and aesthetics of jealousy. What makes jealousy such a power­
ful element of the emotional life, on her reading, is its combination of 
two perceptions-one's own perceived loss and someone else's perceived 
gain, both rooted in the redirection onto the other of concentrated focal 
attention that had previously been directed onto oneself and had, for 
oneself, constituted an important part of one's sense of oneself. Ac­
cording to Rorty, the ego takes shape because of the bestowal of such 
concentrated focal attention, and we continue to seek it in varieties of 
ways, including sexual relationships. Its redirection occasions such 
pangs because the redirection is perceived to jeopardize the ego. In 
this analysis Rorty offers many observations on what she takes to be 
characteristic male and female patterns of jealousy, relating them to 
infantile experiences. She also explores the positive side of jealousy, 
noting that our patterns of jealousy make up a map of our self's central 
traits and that we can learn from jealousy how to be more autonomous 
in our self-regard. And there is this issue: "like other emotions that 
concentrate on the self, jealousy raises questions about whether there 
is, at the core of the traits that are central to us, an irreducible me that 
would remain even if the most central traits were altered" (147). In 
this way this analysis returns us to a major theme running through 
these essays. 

Are there unconscious affects? The question of the coherence of the 
notion of emotions of which the subject is unaware animates the essay 
"Unconscious Affects, Mourning, and the Erotic Mind" (1988). Em­
phasizing Freud's use of the concept drives in the emotional life, she 
frames the question how Freud can assert-as he does-that there are 
no unconscious affects in the context of his attempt to reconcile Aristo­
telian intentionalist psychology with Hobbesian functionalist mech­
anism. In an elegant and compelling account of Freud's theories, she 
shows how affect (i.e., feeling) is always consciously experienced al­
though all the " surrounding material-the original drive, the object, 
the direction, even the tonal quality as positive or negative, active or 
passive, projected or introjected, can be transformed, displaced, or 
substituted ... " (160). The discussion of mourning and erotic attach­
ments that follows and instantiates this view is an enlightening and 
engaging Freudian analysis, but it seems far more to belong to the 
domain of psychology than to philosophy of mind. The same applies 
to her subtle treatment of the question whether adult reports of child­
hood seduction are memories or fantasies. The tie to the problem of un­
conscious affects is tenuous. The tie is clearer and more interesting in 
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the case of the Freudian latency period, in which-according to the 
:standard account-both affect and idea (of sexuality) are unconscious. 
Again, her account is subtle and constructive, distinguishing the dif­
ferent functional roles in which a given affect may he and not he un­
,conscious. 

The thesis that "self-knowledge has no special status; that its varie­
ties constitute distinctive classes, which differ from one another more 
sharply than each does from analogous knowledge of others" (172), 
is argued in " Adaptivity and Self-Knowledge," which is not cited as 
having appeared before. Rorty first charts distinctions: being aware of 
traits and beliefs is different from awareness of sensations, feelings, 
and thoughts. And being in a state-say, fear-is different from being 
aware that one is showing its signs. And we should distinguish be­
tween expressions of states and propositional reports on them. The 
keys to this essay are Rorty's attack on the " Cartesian simplistic 
formalism [which is] to suppose that what is clearest, or most self. 
evident, is pivotal in other ways: that it is paradigmatic or foundation­
ally central ... " ( 175) , and her elaboration of a Wittgensteinian ac­
count of the relation of propositional pain-reports to our natural be­
havior. So while some sorts of self-knowledge are pretty plain, other 
sorts may he difficult to discern. Wants and intentions, for instance, 
may he tougher to know, because our conceptual vocabularies are vari· 
·ously shaped by the vagaries of upbringing and acculturation. Further, 
they may he indeterminate in the face of introspection, and thus liable 
to shaping through strategies of self-formation. The same, according 
to Rorty, may also he true of propositional thoughts. Others who know 
us well may know what we think before we do. In the same vein, argues 
Rorty, we do not have a "special epistemic access to [our] sense of 
·our [selves]" (187). Whatever such sense there may he, it is not 
privileged knowledge. And we can he wrong about the relations among 
the various strands of our self-understanding. The conclusion of this 
�~�s�s�a�y� is that "self-knowledge is not a panoptical power" (189). 

Part Three of this collection deals with a congeries of aberrant psy­
·chological activities-self-deception, akrasia, and others. In "Fearing 
Death" (1983) Rorty upholds the formal illogicality of the fear of 
-death while arguing that it is natural and in some sense appropriate: 
" if it is not rational to fear death, it does not follow that we should 
try to free ourselves from such fear" (197). The issue is what at­
titudes to take toward such fear. Rorty first argues that the function­
ality of some fears (of being burned for example) are strongly tied 
to their non-rationality. And even reflex-like reactions may involve be­
liefs. But how does this connect with the metaphysical fear of death? 
Rorty asks this: Does abandoning the fear of death-as-non-being, as 
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Epictetus and countless others have recommended, commit us to get­
ting rid of all the little particular fears that keep us alive? No. The 
former is a by-product, the latter are functionally important in safe­
guarding the goods of life. Rorty recommends a dissociation: acknowl­
edging the naturalness and functionality of the fear of death while 
bracketing the elements of the self which experience that fear in an 
Epicurean awareness of its non-rationality. Here she seems to celebrate 
the incoherence of the self described in previous essays. 

" The Deceptive Self: Liars, Lawyers, and Lairs " appeared in an 
earlier version in 1985. In it Rorty tackles the paradox of self-decep­
tion: the problem that the self, to he deceived by itself, must know it 
is being deceived. But to know one is being deceived is not to be de­
ceived. in keeping with her doubts about the integration of the 
self, she portrays the self (foHowing Wittgenstein on language) as a 
city, or rather an overlapping of two city-plans, sometimes serving, 
sometimes blocking, each other's functions. While a fully unified self 
could not deceive itself, a self organized in competing patterns may well 
do so, Such self-deception becomes increasingly possible as the self 
tends away from unity, away from our orientation to truthfulness, and 
away from a reflexivity in criticizing the criteria for belief. Rorty 
argues that such a decentrally organized self may be actually adaptive, 
and that some sorts of self-deception are helpful to us. 

These themes are carried further in " Where does the Akratic Break 
Take Place ? " (l 980) . Rorty distinguishes four sorts of akrasia: that 
concerning the general premise of an action, when it violates a per­
son's overall aims; that involving the malformation of the minor 
premise of an Aristotelian practical syllogism (interpretive akrasia); 
that involving a failure to draw a correct conclusion from major and 
minor premises ( akrasia of irrationality) ; and " failure to act from 
one's decision" (230), which is akrasia of character. Akrasia, in this 
view, is not only behavioral, but psychological as well. So akrasia is 
not mere weakness of the will; indeed, in keeping with Rorty's centri­
fugal view of the self, such a motion of unified agency would be sus0 

pect. Rather, there are several (or many) different ways, most of them 
having to do with moral reasoning, in which a person can adopt 
maxims, intentions, preferences and so on which conflict with what he 
or she believes is best. While akrasfa of character has received the 
lion's share of scrutiny from philosophers, the "submerged" (psycho­
logical) varieties also hold fascinating subtleties. Rorty acknowledges 
that her treatment yields " a maze of distinctions " ( 243) , but it serves 
to remind us how wide a variety of activities is comprised under the 
rubric of " believing," and shows how much intellectual and moral 
strength and complexity is required before one can begin to qualify as 
a sufferer of akrasia. 
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The intricacies of akrasia are explored still further in " Akrasia and 
Conflict" (1981). Rorty critiques both the Platonic and Aristotelian 
accounts of akrasia, both of which ultimately explain it as failures of 
knowledge or of reasoning. Aristotelian akrasia is "either ignorant 
perception of the particular or irrational practical reasoning" (248). 
Neither gives a role to intra-psychic conflict, and both are innocent 
-0f the doubts found in Dostoyevsky, Freud, and Nietzsche that bring 
into question whether human agents always act for the sake of some 
conception of good. Rorty's chief emphasis is on the conflict inherent 
in akrasia, which, nevertheless, need not be irrational. Nor need the 
preferred judgment violated in an akratic action be itself rational, i.e., 
it need not have been arrived at by a rational process. 

Rorty usefully points out that akrasia is of necessity occasional: con­
sistent akratic action breaks down the unity of the agent and/ or the 
agent's preferred judgment. But it is an occasion with uses: akrasia 
provides the conflicted self with action-resolution. Beyond that, it forces 
us to admit " that the standard story of rational agency requires strong 
modification" (262). We are not simply rational calculators, and 
" akrasia is pervasive because it is closely connected to strongly en­
trenched functional psychological processes " ( 265) . Rorty concludes 
that akrasia is not as dangerous as the morally zealous determination 
to eradicate it. 

Section Four of this collection comprises four essays verging on 
moral philosophy. The first, "Three Myths of Moral Theory," is not 
cited as having appeared previously. Rorty here chronicles the notion 
of practical reason and works out a theory of action. The former topic 
begins with Aristotle's phronesis, whose systemization of the psyche 
" maps priorities by placing them in the context of a well-lived life 
rather than by deducing particular decisions and actions from a set 
,of general first principles or ends " ( 27 4) . Rorty finds that Aquinas 
intellectualizes phronesis into prudentia, " a purely cognitive condi­
tion" and "a calculative faculty" (275). In this way Aquinas is held 
to have prepared the way for a Hobbesian view of moral reasoning that 
centers on the evaluation of the effectiveness of means to ends, an end­
neutral faculty, and an agency for the creation of well-formed actions. 
Rorty traces the post-Hobbesian emergence of sentiment, a new psycho­
logical category whose contents are held to ground the emergence of 
morality in the face of otherwise purely egocentric calculation. 

Rorty writes of three myths of moral theory: "the myth of justifi­
-::atory judicialism," "the myth of eminent domain," and "the myth 
of apolitical individualism." Justificatory judicialism is the idea that 
the subject matter of moral theory is the decision what to do as that 
decision follows from "process and rules for justification." She finds 
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the emphasis a laudable outgrowth of the Enlightenment's concern to. 
find reliable critiques and reforms of moral reasoning independent of 
the practices in which a particular form of such reasoning might inhere. 
But it is not the whole of moral theory in her view, and especially tends, 
to obscure the role of the " craftsmanly imagination " in forming op­
tions, not just deciding among them. Eminent domain is the notion 
that there is a domairt of morality clearly distinguishable from and 
normatively dominant over the rest of practical life. There might be 
various accounts why morality should have such a dominant status­
the comparative nobility of its ends, its universal applicability, its �u�n�~� 
derlying motivating attitude, or the scope of moral concern. But Rorty 
critiques the basic assumption of all these: " the contrast between 
morality and the rest of practical life distorts and simplifies the basic 
and familiar contrasts that are the substance of ordinary life" (292) .. 
She argues that there are no specifically moral virtues-" no specifically 
moral act of will" (293) o The myth of apolitical individualism is the· 
interwoven set of notions that make the individual abstracted from lo­
cal peculiarities and a social/political context, the focus of morality, in 
three ways: as the source of action and the focus of responsibility, as 
the seat of morally relevant attitudes and actions, and as the recipient 
of consequences which are the means of evaluation of social institutions 
and practices. Her critique of this " myth " involves an analysis of in­
dividual autonomy as against the social formation even of independent 
critical rationality. Her brief critiques of the other "myths" offer sug­
gestive and fertile-hut not exhaustively worked out-directions for 
correcting and balancing emphasis on the individual which she stilt 
holds to he at least partly right. 

In "The Two Faces of Courage" (1986), she distinguishes between 
the traditional combative forms of courage, in which its claim to be a: 
virtue-at all-is dubious, and a form of courage that is clearly a vir­
tue, in which the concept needs considerable restructuring. In sketch­
ing " toxic " courage, Rorty insightfuUy discusses its " magnetizing, 
dispositions," the dispositions that seek out and transform the world' 
into occasions for its exercise, pointing out that these dispositions 
can block other, highly desirable ones. On the other hand, courage as 
a set of " enabling dispositions " appears to be a large and various 
group of different traits and inclinations. Similarly, Rorty finds that 
courage " disappears " when sought as an historically continuous 
phenomenon. In a brief historical sketch, she sorts out two strands: 
an action-orientated, aggressive and somewhat passionate courage 
(Homer, Machiavelli, Hobbes); and an intelligent, steadfast, enabling 
virtue of courage (Plato, Arfatotle, the Stoics, Aquinas, Kant). The 
problem is that the former is hardly any discernible one sort of �t�h�i�n�g�~� 



BOOK REVIEWS 541 

She finds no satisfactory resolution of this opposition; rather, she de­
fers a resolution until the substantive moral question is answered. Only 
if we know " what should be done " will we know whether to reform 
or denounce courage as a virtue. And she closes with a salutary re­
minder that we tend to ignore the tradition's treatment (in Spinoza, 
Hume, Aristotle, Kant) of the substantive as well as the analytic issues. 

The troubling question that surfaced in the discussion of courage is 
faced in " Virtues and their Vicissitudes " ( 1985) : " When does a set 
of character traits qualify as a virtue ? " She begins with an exposi­
tion of the fact that " the grounds on which traits are classified as vir­
tues are extremely heterogeneous" (314). And they change in response 
to societal circumstances. So Rorty maps out some possible answers 
to her question: 1) a wholly contextualist answer, which reduces virtue 
to whatever is in fact praised at a given time; 2) a self-regulatory an­
swer, which correlates virtue with capacities capable of self-correction 
and coordination with other traits; 3) a " master virtue " solution, 
which requires that true virtues be subsumable under and coordinate 
with their fellows within something like phronesis and caritas. It is this 
third project that Rorty explores through Plato, Kant, and Philippa 
Foot. But each of these is prey to characteristic problems. Rorty out­
lines a "checks and balances" solution, which, forfeiting not just unity 
but also harmony among the virtues, has the advantages, she thinks, of 
being " psychologically truthful " and of offering " heuristic guidance " 
in helping us to face uncertainties and conflicts in the virtues. 

In her closing section, Rorty seeks a less somber analysis by looking 
to the human being in social context, seeking there some assurance of 
the virtue of the virtues. Alas, she finds that the social processes for 
adjudicating the virtues mire down in the possibility of irreconcilable 
claims about the priority of the principles applicable to such adjudica­
tions. "Nothing can assure that competing models of virtue in a polity 
will be appropriately balanced, rather than merely determined by the 
accidental play of power politics" (237). With this she acknowledges 
that an investigation of virtue cannot settle normative moral issues. 
This sombre-though realistic-conclusion is mitigated in the volume's 
concluding essay, " Imagination and Power" ( 1983), which opens with 
the spectre of Hobbes. But Rorty aims to show that a Hobbesian view 
of power, pressed far enough, leads to Shelley's vision of the poets as 
the world's true legislators. The way leads through Hegel's discussion 
of the control of the imagination. Rorty critiques Hobbes for simplistic 
views on the function of self-interest and on the momentum of desires. 
But her main argument springs from a perception of the subject's 
power in a Subject-Boss relationship. There coercion cannot supply the 
cooperation needed for the satisfaction of the Bosses' Hobbesian de-
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sires. Rather, the Subjects need to want to do those things that bring 
about the Bosses' satisfaction. And this raises the question of the con­
trol of the imagination. explores the subtle power relations be­
tween controllers and the controlled, to the end of exploring ways that 
imagination offers control over power relationships. Yet Rorty ends 
with a bleak vision: we are a basically conservative species, whose 
capacities for imagining new forms of power relationships tend to be 
dominated by the archetypes gleaned from our collective and individual 
experience, often reflecting malign structures. Even benign experi­
ences, Rorty argues, tend to reinforce our inclination to seek refuge in 
submission to authority. 

What are we to make of this collection which stretches from philos­
ophy of mind through Freudian analyses to a chastened Hobbesian 
vision of our social and moral order? There is much here to interest 
philosophers of mind and those who are concerned with the frontier 
between that field and empirical psychology. While she does not sup­
ply a theory of mind, Rorty shows clearly how much heterogeneous 
material such a theory must encompass. 

JOHN CHURCHILL 
Hendrix College 

Conway, Arkansas 

Faith and Reason From Plato to Plantinga: An Introduction to Re-
formed Epistemology. DEWEY J. HOITENGA, JR. S.U.N.Y. 

Press, 1991. Pp. 263. $18.95. 

This is an excellent and important book. Most of those who have 
written about the ' Reformed ' epistemology of religious belief have done 
so with either polemical or systematic interests in mind. That is not 
inappropriate, since the interests of those who have propounded Re­
formed epistemology have also been mainly polemical and systematic. 
Though here and there they have pointed to historical antecedents, they 
have not traced those antecedents in any detail. Hoitenga's contribu­
tion is to do exactly that. 

For the most part, his understanding of Reformed epistemology is 
accurate. He himself crisply summarizes his understanding in these 
words: "Its central claim is the immediacy of our knowledge of God. 
We do not, in the first instance, know God by inference or testimony 
but by direct acquaintance with him. A closely related claim fa that 
we cannot easily remain indifferent to the God whom we know by such 
direct acquaintance. Thus our knowledge of God is like our knowl-
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edge of every other fundamental kind of reality-physical objects, their 
properties and relationships, others persons, right and wrong, good and 
evil, and the elementary objects of logic and mathematics. Further­
more, the claim is that everyone knows God in this way, not just the 
Christian believer. If someone does not believe in God, that is, does 
not trust in God as Christians do, this is not because one does not know 
God. All human beings by nature have what Calvin calls an awareness 
of divinity .... Although the fall has clouded over this natural aware­
ness of God and led to the loss of faith in him, it has not eradicated 
this awareness. Christian faith does not alter this direct awareness of 
God but rather presupposes it, rejuvenates it, and enlarges it " { 235) . 

Hoitenga discusses in detail three precursors of this view: Plato, 
Augustine, and Calvin, thus showing that the contemporary Reformed 
epistemology of religious belief stands in a long intellectual tradition. 
Though shortly I will offer a few critical comments about his inter­
pretations, his discussion of the three thinkers is, in each case, ex­
tremely helpful. The full view of each of these thinkers, on the matters 
under consideration, must be constructed from passages scattered 
around in a large number of different texts. Hoitenga conducts this re­
covery of the relevant sources and the construction of his interpretation 
with wide knowledge of the primary texts, with apt use of the second­
ary literature, and with the judiciousness and balance which such in­
terpretation requires. Though I shall now make critical comments on 
three points, I view these criticisms as entirely compatible with my 
judgment that Hoitenga has made a very important contribution with 
this historical introduction to Reformed epistemology. 

I begin with one point in his exposition of contemporary Reformed 
epistemology. Plantinga observes that there are perhaps some cases in 
which, though a person has a prima facie right to believe some theistic 
proposition immediately, that right is not an ultima facie right because 
the person is aware of arguments against the proposition which appear 
cogent to him. The situation is of course changed if arguments can be 
offered against those arguments, removing their appearance of cogency. 
Thus negative apologetics may sometimes have the function of preserv­
ing or recovering the ultima f acie j ustifiedness of believing some 
theistic proposition immediately. 

Hoitenga doesn't like this view. " If the proper basicality of theistic 
belief makes the arguments of natural theology unnecessary and inap· 
propriate to its justification, why does that proper basicality not make 
apologetic defenses of that belief equally unnecessary and inappropriate 
to its justification? . . . It seems clear that Plantinga has allowed the 
defense of my belief in God to get entangled in the very inconclusive­
ness and uncertainty of evidentialism, avoidance of which was the whole 
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point of his theory of justification by way of proper basicality" (209). 
Hoitenga suggests that what has " gone wrong here " is a " confusion 
over the proper objective of (negative) apologetics" (210). Negative 
apologetics is often an appropriate enterprise; but to conduct it with 
the objective of maintaining the justifiedness of immediate theistic he· 
lief " is unnecessary and inappropriate, because the rationality of the 
believer's belief may already be guaranteed by its being properly 
basic" (211). 

Here Hoitenga's normally accurate grip on Reformed epistemology 
fails him. It's not a belief's being properly basic that guarantees a he· 
lief's rationality. Rather, it's something about an immediate, or basic, 
belief's circumstance that makes it proper to hold it. Hoitenga speaks 
more precisely when, in another passage, he speaks of the justification 
that a belief has "in case it is proper, permissible, or warranted by 
the conditions or circumstances that give rise to it as a properly basic 
belief" (210). But even here he doesn't have things quite right. It is 
true that Reformed epistemologists hold that certain aspects of the 
origin of an immediate belief typically play a significant role in deter· 
mining whether the belief is justified. But they have never held-in­
deed, they have denied-that the only features of a belief's circum­
stance which are relevant to its being held justifiedly are aspects of its 
origin. For immediate beliefs in general, it just seems obvious that 
often equally relevant is the presence or absence of cogent-seeming ob­
jections. Relevant, I say. It may be that the features of the immediate 
belief's circumstance which confer prima facie justification on it do so 
with such efficacy that the presence of the cogent-seeming objection, 
even if undefeated, does not remove ultima facie justification from it. 
Hoitenga is right to observe that Plantinga's recent statement of the 
issues here is more cautious and qualified than it was earlier; but, 
counter to Hoitenga's suggestion (214-5), I am not aware that Plan­
tinga has ever suggested that for every immediate theistic belief which 
has prima facie justification, there is no cogent-seeming objection of any 
sort which could deprive that belief of ultima f acie justification. And 
to me, such a view doesn't look at all plausible. 

Secondly, there is one feature of Hoitenga's interpretation of Augus­
tine with which I am not entirely happy. He interprets Augustine as 
holding that there is in human beings, whether Christian or not, a 
knowledge of God which is "a direct and original intellectual vision 
and is not derived first of all by way of proof or argument" (142). 
This " is to be distinguished from faith, which is accepting something 
about such things on the testimony of another person, human or divine. 
Believing God, that is, what God reveals in Scripture, incorporates, re­
news, corrects, and supplements the natural knowledge of God that 
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human beings possess apart from that revelation" (ibid). And as to 
the force of the faith seeking understanding formula, that, says Hoi­
tenga, is to he interpreted as specifying the duty to make the beliefs 
one holds on faith "as clear, correct, and intelligible as possible" 
(ll5). 

Now I don't doubt that this was part of what Augustine had in mind 
by the understanding which it is the duty of the person of faith to try 
to attain. But I doubt that this is the whole of it; there is more to 
Augustinian understanding than interpretation thus construed. Promi­
nent in the first half of Augustine's On True Religion, but implicit in 
very many of his other writings as well, is a certain picture of the struc­
ture of reality: Reality has the structure of a scale of being, the degree 
of excellence of an entity determining its position on the scale. An ac­
curate fix on this scale of being makes manifest that the top of the 
scale is occupied by God; God is the most excellent being, indeed, the 
most excellent being possible. Consequently, God is more worthy of 
love than anything else. I suggest that part of what Augustine had in 
mind by understanding was coming to an accurate fix on this scale of 
being. The person of faith already believes that God is the most ex­
cellent being; but she believes this on trust. Now she sees that it is so. 
And the reason faith is a prerequisite of this insight is that unbelief 
always consists of attaching ultimate love to something other than God. 
The person who attaches ultimate love to, say, her nation, is not going 
to concede that, in the structure of reality, her nation is of only mid­
dling worth. 

Thirdly, though Hoitenga has pointed to important continuities of 
contemporary Reformed epistemology with the Platonic-Augustinian­
Calvinian tradition, there is one important point of discontinuity over 
which he rides roughshod. Contemporary Reformed epistemologists 
speak of immediate beliefs, by which they mean beliefs not held on the 
basis of other beliefs. Hoitenga interprets Plato, Augustine, and Calvin 
as speaking of immediate awareness of God or The Good-or equiva­
lently, of direct acquaintance with God or The Good. But this is a dif­
ferent concept. One is immediately aware of something if it is not the 
case that one is aware of it by way of being aware of something else. 
One's awareness of being dizzy is a case of immediate awareness, one's 
awareness of a tree is not immediate; one is aware of it by way of being 
aware of various sensations. Now the contemporary Reformed epis­
temologists have not claimed that we have immediate awareness of God. 
Indeed, the claim that certain of our immediate theistic beliefs are held 
properly does not, by itself, imply that anyone has ever had any aware­
ness of God. An awareness of the immensity and complexity of the 
universe evokes immediately in one the belief that God has made all 
this: So far as the central thesis of Reformed epistemology goes, that 
might be the model for all properly held immediate beliefs about God. 
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Now as a matter of fact, William Alston has elaborately and explicitly 
gone beyond this, to defend the possibility that human beings some­
times perceive God. But he develops his account of perceiving God on 
analogy with perceiving physical objects; and to perceive a tree is not 
to have an immediate awareness of a tree. 

With these points clearly in mind, one has to look once again at 
Plato, Augustine, and Calvin. It appears to me that Augustine did 
think that we had direct awareness of God, and that Plato thought we 
had direct awareness of The Good. If so, then there is less continuity 
than Hoitenga thinks between them and contemporary Reformed epis­
temology. As for Calvin, it is not at all clear to me that he thought we 
had direct awareness of God: awareness, yes, hut not direct. If I'm 
right about that, then a divide comes somewhere between Augustine 
and Calvin. My own hunch is that what accounts for the difference 
here is that Augustine thought that to he aware of God is to he aware 
of (part of) the realm of necessity, whereas Calvin did not believe that. 
But following up that hunch would take a large article-or a small 
book! 

NICHOLAS P. WOLTERSTORFF 
Yale University 

New Haven, Connecticut 

The Theology of Canon Law, A Methodological Question. By EUGENIO 

CORECCO. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1992. Pp. 159. 
$21.95. 

So that one might better understand the nature of the Church, the 
Second Vatican Council encourages the study of Canon Law (OT 16). 
In 1971 and 1974 Paul VI called upon canonists to develop more fully 
the theological nature of canon law. Eugenio Corecco's book is a long­
awaited response to this call. 

The author (1931-) is one of the pre-eminent canonists. He is on 
the Papal Council for the Interpretation of Legislative Texts and chairs 
the Consortio lnternationalis Studio Iuris Canonici Promovendo. Prior 
to becoming Bishop of Lugano, he had been canon law professor in 
Frihourg, Switzerland. 

This hook is an English version of Theologie du Droit Canon. Dr. 
Francesco Turvasi, MSC, supplied the translation. It greatly expands 
on previous contributions of Bishop Corecco in: IKaZ Communio 
6(77), pp. 481-495; Canonistica 4 (Theologie des Kirchenrechts, Trier, 
1980) and Handbuch des katholischen Kirchenrechts (1983). 
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Does indeed an ontological connection between human legal norms 
and a higher law exist? If such is the case, Corecco argues, "a theo­
logical doctrine of canon law needs to he developed " (p. 54) . With 
unusual perspicacity he accomplishes this on a wide philosophical­
theological canvas. 

In the first chapter the author readily acknowledges that canon law 
constrains personal freedom. It is experienced as an obstacle to "the 
dynamic manifestations of the Spirit" On the other hand canon law 
enables one to overcome individualism and to practice fidelity to the 
communion. It offers stability and equilibrium. This tension he de­
scribes as part of the paradox of Christian existence. 

In the second chapter (pp. 5-54) the underlying unity of law in 
Classical and Christian thought is delineated. Already in the days of 
Homer and Plato a hidden harmony between the divine/ cosmic order 
and social norms is established. In Sophism the tension between ob· 
j ective, divine law and the validity of natural law arises. Plato suc· 
cessfully mediates by seeing an organic unity of positive and natural 
law, which is grounded in the transcendent idea of justice (universalia 
ante rem). Aristotle divines this idea as a reality immanent in each 
thing ( universalia in re) . 

The Old Testament saw God as the "immediate and personal source 
of law" (p. 21). The majority of Fathers thus note a consensus be­
tween the Stoic and Judeo-Christian views. Ambrose states a conson· 
ance of grace and law. Jurisprudence is to Ulpian "the knowledge of 
things human and divine" (p. 12). While noting the existence of a 
strong bond between lex aeternus, lex naturalis and lex humana, Augus­
tine's clear distinction between ratio divina and ratio humana will 
prove fateful in the Renaissance. The Middle Ages witness a reductio 
ad unum. To Thomas, God can only will what is rational. Herein the 
unity of natural and divine law finds its ontological solution ( univer· 
salia in re) . The lex aeterna, as articulated in the lex divina positiva, 
leads humanity to its supernatural end. Voluntarism ( Ockham, Biel, 
Grotius) tears this unity asunder and initiates the process of seculariza· 
tion. If at all, God's word binds interius in corde only ( universalia post 
rem). The salvific nature of the Church must he denied. 

In order to demonstrate the theological nature of canon law and the 
advantages the Catholic Church derives from the same, Corecco then 
embarks on a comparison of the three major denominations' respective 
understanding of law (Chapter three, pp. 55-148). The previously deli­
neated intellectual history proves of paradigmatic import for these 
churches. 

The Eastern way is seen as metahistorical. While strictly upholding 
dogmatic truths and contemplating celestial realities, it allots merely 
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therapeutical import to canon law. "This ultimately betrays our 
human to make the world our own" (p. 56). Orthodoxy is 
marked by a universalia ante rem. Unlike Vatican II (LG 23), 
it thus hesitates to apprehend the local church as a part of the universal 
church. To the Catholic mind the universal church is not merely a 
mystical, but also a structural and therefore juridical reality. As a 
consequence, Orthodoxy-in contrast to Catholicism--has difficulty 
naming an absolute criterion for truth. Since, however, the East-like 
Catholicism-maintains the Church to be Christ continued incarnate in 
history, it falh into a contradiction. 

I ts sense for the concrete entices the Western tradition to attempt to 
achieve salvation human means. In Protestantism canon law 
comes to be but "a and positivist phenomenon" (p. 77). No 
longer are Gospel and law united. Since human nature is completely 

law possesses no soteriological relevance ( universalia post 
rem). Faith alone creates good works. The true Church remains in­
visible. This spiritualist view induced Hegel to define the state as the 
sole source of law. this background Sohm provoked the quest 
for the theological basis of canon law. In the Protestant arena K. 
Barth, H. Dornbois and E. Wolf attempt to reconcile the Gospel and 
law. Barth re-integrated canon law within the context of faith, but 
could not re-establish the medieval among divine, natural and 
human law. This Corecco endeavors. 

To the Catholic experience, law is hound indissolubly to dogma and 
thus possesses salvific relevance. Christ is both mediator and legislator. 
In grace all of Christian life is internally transformed ( universalia in 
re). As a consequence, in contrast to the Italian and Navarra schools 
(mere iuri.dical science), Urresti/Huizing ( detheologization) and to 

(a theological with a iuridical method), 
canon law as a theological discipline based on faith as 

135). It is an outgrowth of the mystery of the Church. 
Since the is knowable only in faith, also canon law is an ob­
ject of faith. It is ordinatio fidei. This is developed along Thomistic 
lines. 

Here one is tempted to ask: is not faith already contained as a con­
stitutive element of canon law in Morsdorf/ Aymans's definition of the 
same as a theological discipline? Faith is a theological virtue to 
Thomas (habitus). Ratio is for him a faculty of the soul. 

Corecco assumes the Church to live something that believing reason 
often fathoms only aposteriori. Canon law is seen as an outgrowth of 
ecclesial life guided by the Holy Spirit. Since, however, the author does 
not reflect upon the historicity of the process, he fails to distinguish 
sufficiently between revealed doctrine, the spirit of canon law and the 
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concrete form canon law may take . His position is rather akin to 
Ramigiusz Sobanski's almost transfigurational view of canon law. 
Morsdorf/ Aymans's definition appears more in keeping with the di­
vine and human elements of the Church (i.e. the source of canon law) 
and is thus more faithful to the formula of Chalcedon. The consub­
stantiality of the divine and human, of theology and jurisprudence and 
of faith and reason entails their mutual inclusivity, not exclusivity. It 
is Corecco's contribution to demonstrate faith as the source of and key 
to a proper understanding of canon law. 

This lucid book makes do with no footnotes. Authors mentioned 
throughout the text refer to the exhaustive and current bibliography. 
Minor typographical errors occur mostly in the Latin and in the biblio­
graphy ("ecumenical ironicism" p. 105). Longer Latin quotations 
are translated. The language resembles that of doctoral dissertations. 

This well-integrated survey attests to the author's life-long pondering 
of this question and displays his superb command of philosophy. 
Thomas is seen as offering a viable solution for the dilemma faith and 
reason pose to the modern mind. Convincingly he shows the philo­
sophical options thematized before the major schisms occurred to sup­
ply the decisive points of disagreement for the three large Christian 
camps. 

The reader is stimulated to reflect yet further on the nature of the 
Church and on grace and the eucharist as the foundational ecclesial 
and Christifying experiences. Corecco hints at the pivotal role the 
analogia entis plays in ecclesial life. Also, this learned study heightens 
one's awareness of the profound difficulties ecumenical dialogue faces. 
"Christians are called to take up the mandate for the world without 
surrendering to the temptations of achieving salvation by purely human 
means " (p. 57). For this, Catholic canon law supplies a framework. 
Perhaps unintended, Corecco sheds light on the Catholic Church's abil­
ity to survive both National Socialism and Communism relatively un­
compromised. 

Finally a book is available in English tha:t discusses the profound, 
largely unnoticed methodological changes canon law has undergone in 
the past 25 years. These efforts will prove fruitful for the theological 
enterprise in general. Corecco's well-written book is indispensable for 
introductory courses in canon law and will be rewarding reading to 
every serious student of theology. 

Duquesne University 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

1MRE v. GAAL 
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The Passion of the Western Mind. By RICHARD TARNAS. New York: 
Harmony Books (a division of Crown Publishers), 1991. Pp. 543. 
$25.00 (hardcover). 

Huston Smith says of Richard Tarnas's The Passion of the Western 
Mind that it is, for its length, "the best intellectual history of the West 
I have ever seen." Such a judgment is difficult to argue with. In the 
span of 445 pages, the author gives a concise and extraordinarily 
thematic intellectual history of Western culture, from its dawn in early 
Greece, to what perhaps may be its twilight in the final stages of post­
mode:rnity. In Ta:rnas's own words, the book is "a concise narrative 
history .... of the evolution of the Western mind and its changing con­
ception of :reality "; it is a study in " the West's cultural and intel­
lectual history," which focuses " on the crucial sphere of interaction 
between philosophy, religion, and science" (xi-xii). One of his central 
tasks is " to follow the complex evolution of the Western mind from the 
medieval Christian world view to the modern secular world view, a long 
and dramatic transformation in which classical thought would play a 
pivotal role " ( 169)" 

There a:re really two sections of the work: the first, comprising 410 
pages, contains this narrative history; the second-a 35 page Epilogue 
-reflects Tarnas's understanding of the meaning of that history. The 
first section stands on its own as intellectual history; the second, written 
in the first person and more tentatively set forth, is certainly thought 
provoking, though it may appear problematic in some ways to those 
who nonetheless enjoy and agree with the first section (as did this re­
viewer). Some words about each will follow. 

Tamas gives a clear and powerful presentation of what he considers 
the two legacies of ancient Greek thought: "metaphysical idealism" 
and " secular skepticism." These two aspects of the Greek mind, he 
holds, found 

paradigmatic embodiment in the richly ambiguous figure of Socrates, 
... vivid contrapuntal expression in the Platonic dialogues, and ... 
a brilliant and seminal compromise in the philosophy of Aristotle (71), 

and consistently recur, under various guises, throughout the later his­
tory of Western thought. The author gives singularly strong treatments 
of Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, and Kant, as well as powerful synthetic 
understandings of early and early medieval (Augustinian) Christian­
ity, the high Middle Ages, Renaissance, Reformation, Scientific Revolu­
tion, Enlightenment, and the paradoxical reality (or realities) of post­
modernity, with its ultimate roots in the Kantian critique. 
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Tamas is especially acute in analyzing the paradoxes inherent in the 
Reformation, paradoxes resulting from its combined Judaic (anti­
Hellenic) and Renaissance roots. The following passage highlights one 
aspect of that paradoxical reality which has had monumental conse­
quences for the development of the Western mind: 

For Luther's appeal to the primacy of the individual's religious response 
would lead gradually but inevitably to the modern mind's sense of the in­
teriority of religious reality, the final individualism of truth, and the 
pervasive role in determining truth played by the personal subject. As 
time passed, the Protestant doctrine of justification through the indi­
vidual's faith in Christ seemed to place more emphasis on the individual's 
faith than on Christ-on the personal relevance of ideas, as it were, rather 
than on their external validity. The self increasingly became the measure 
of things, self-defining and self-legislating. Truth increasingly became 
truth-as-experienced-by-the-self. Thus the road opened by Luther would 
move through Pietism to Kantian critical philosophy and Romantic phi­
losophical idealism to, finally the philosophical pragmatism and existen­
tialism of the late modem era (243). 

He also notes an essential irony of the Enlightenment, indeed, of the 
whole thrust of modernity. The Enlightenment project par excellence 
was to bring everything under the light of rational investigation. By 
the nineteenth century, Darwin had extended this investigation to hu­
mankind's own biological history, Freud to its personal unconscious, 
and Marx to its social unconscious. Ironically, they found non-rational 
forces underneath. So the initial insights of the post-modern era were 
that the human heing was conditioned by non-rational forces, rather 
than purely rational and progressive ones. As the religious rebellion 
of the Reformation ultimately led to its antithesis (modern Western 
secularism) , so too did the rationalism of the Enlightenment inexor­
ably lead to the relativism of post-modernity. Such insights, indicating 
an understanding of the broad sweep of the development of Western cul­
ture, abound in The Passion of the Western Mind. 

Tarnas also stresses the relation between what he calls the " cosmo· 
logical," " ontological," and "epistemological" revolutions (or aliena­
tions) that have driven the development of the modern mind: the 
cosmological estrangement symbolized by the Copernican heliocentric 
universe (and later intensified Darwin and Freud), implied the later 
ontological estrangement of Descartes (the self alienated from an ex­
ternal nature/body), which itself finally implied the epistemological 
estrangement of Kant (and post-modernity in general), in which the 
gap between subject and object cannot be bridged (all knowledge is 
radically interpretive). The author speaks of this as "a threefold mu­
tually enforced prison of modern alienation " ( 419) which has condi­
tioned post-modern thought to its core. 
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On a somewhat different note, no student of Aquinas could fail to he 
both impressed and moved by the chapter entitled, " The Quest of 
Thomas Aquinas," worth citing at length: 

After Albertus had grasped the intellectual power of Aristotelianism and 
established it as a necessary part of the university curriculum, Aquinas 
was left the philosophical task of coherently integrating the Greek chal­
lenge. Devout Dominican, son of Italian nobility, descendant of the Nor­
man and Lombard conquerors, student at Naples, Paris, and Cologne, 
advisor to Rome-Aquinas knew the breadth and dynamism of European 
cultural life and did his pivotal teaching at the University of Paris, at 
the epicenter of the West's intellectual ferment. In Aquinas, the forces 
at work in the immediately previous centuries came to full articulation. 
In his relatively brief life he would forge a world view that dramatically 
epitomized the high Middle Ages' turning of Western thought on its axis, 
to a new direction of which the modern mind would be the heir and 
trustee (178) • 

The chapter concludes: 

Aquinas had embraced the new learning, mastered all the available texts, 
and committed himself to the Herculean intellectual task of comprehen­
sively uniting the Greek and Christian world views in one great summa, 
wherein the scientific and philosophical achievements of the ancients 
would be brought within the overarching vision of Christian theology. 
More than a sum of its parts, Aquinas' philosophy was a live compound 
that brought the diverse elements of its synthesis to new expression-as 
if he had recognized an implicit unity in the two streams and then set 
about by drawing it out by sheer force of intellect (190). 

There are many other gems in the hook, including a treatment of the 
development of astrology and astronomy from the Pythagoreans and 
Plato, through Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Descartes, and Newton 
(with a stress on the religious motivation behind that development), 
as well as a fine reflection on gender language (inclusive and exclusive) 
found in the first footnote. 

In the Epilogue, Tarnas proposes an interpretation of the genesis of 
the Western mind which reflects the author's professional background 
in psychology (not, it is interesting to note, in philosophy, history or 
theology) . He sets forth the theory that the development of the West­
ern mind was an essentially masculine one, and was at root an attempt 
to differentiate itself from the matrix out of which it sprang (nature, 
the feminine, etc) . Only as a result of the process of differentiation, 
and the post-modern deconstruction of that differentiation, is Western 
" man " in a position to freely understand and affirm the matrix of his 
being, and once again find the wholeness that the ancient Greeks en­
joyed, a wholeness which reflected "an intrinsic unity of immediate 
sense perception and timeless meaning, of particular circumstance and 
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universal drama," and an " indivisible synthesis of the individual and 
the universal" ( 17). The author hopes that the subject/ object dichot­
omy that has characterized so much of Western thought may finally be 
overcome through an epistemology that is " participatory," reflecting 
"the human mind's radical kinship with the cosmos," and its role as 
vehicle of the universe's unfolding meaning ( 437). In particular, he 
understands both the feminist and the environmental movements to be 
striving for such radical integration and reconciliation, but through a 
post-modern deconstructive process. 

He also suggests that the process of differentiation that is essential 
to the development of the Wes tern mind is akin to the birthing process, 
especially as understood through the work of transpersonal psychol­
ogists such as Stanislav Grof. As stated above, these conclusions are set 
forth somewhat tentatively, and even where problematic do not diminish 
the power of the history related in the first section. 

Richard Tarnas writes in a style that is engaging, lucid, and exceed­
ingly readable. The few footnotes are explanatory in nature, reflecting 
the thematic and synthetic nature of the work as a whole. The author 
also includes a helpful 21-page chronology of the major events of the 
history he has related, as well as a thorough bibliography. This book is 
a major achievement, and should be an invaluable synthetic tool for 
anyone interested in understanding (and perhaps especially interested 
in teaching) the intellectual forces that have molded our contemporary 
minds. 

Dominican School of Philosophy and Theology 
Berkeley, California 

EDWARD KRASEVAC, O.P. 


