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“ THE DESIRE for happiness” and “the command-

ments” seem to constitute two irreducible alterna-
tives, representing a contrariety that separates the

classical conception of morality from the modern. The choice
that Catholic post-Tridentine handbook theology made to
remove the treatise on happiness from moral theology and to
focus on the commandments appears unavoidable, even to con-
temporary moral theology. The perspective of the desire for hap-
piness, which is thought to bind the ethical imperative to an
empirical element that is indeterminate, subjective, and, above
all, self-interested, has been eliminated from the ambit of moral
thinking as incapable of guaranteeing the absolute and uncondi-
tional character of morality. This has been achieved by means of
a philosophical critique' that appears not to have lost currency
and persuasiveness. Moreover, from a theological point of view,
the perspective of the desire for happiness seems unwittingly to
risk turning God, the end of all, into the means of “my” self-realization.’
Faithfulness to Biblical inspiration, rather than to an Aristotelian
schema, seems necessarily to privilege the commandments as the
original form of morality.

* Translated by Margaret Harper McCarthy.

! Cf. Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Movrals, trans. James W.
Ellington (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1981), 7-43.

? Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Homo creatus est,” in Homo creatus est, vol. 5 of
Skizzen zur Theologie (Einsiedeln: Johannes Verlag, 1986), 9-26.

* Cf. G. Angelini, Il senso orientato al sapere: L'etica come questione teologica, in G.
Colombo, ed., L’evidenza ¢ la fede (Milan, 1988), 387-443, esp. 414-19.
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It is therefore surprising to note how the Encyclical Veritatis
splendor, in its evocative rereading of the dialogue between Jesus
and the young rich man (in Mt. 19:16-21), reintroduces the cate-
gory of the “desire for happiness,” characterizing it as proper
content for moral inquiry. The Encyclical also, however, associ-
ates this perspective with that of the commandments when it
cites the response of Jesus, who, after having invited the rich
man to turn his gaze toward the One who alone is good, directs
the young man to observe the Decalogue. This is not simply a
juxtaposition of different and mutually incompatible perspec-
tives. While it is not obliged to provide a theoretical and system-
atic justification, the papal document does solicit attempts to
grasp the constitutive connections that would provide for an
integration of these two categories; this is specifically the task of
the moral theologian. Thus, when the Encyclical suggests that
the question about happiness—as the question “about the full
meaning of life,” and as prior to the question “about rules to be
followed”—is the “echo of a call from God who is the origin and
end of man’s life” (n. 7), it situates itself within the perspective of
the renewal to which the Second Vatican Council called moral
theology, which, in its theoretical exposition, will have the task
of illustrating “the lofty vocation which the faithful have
received in Christ, the only response fully capable of satisfying
the desire of the human heart” (n. 7).

This article intends to accept the invitation of the Encyclical
and the Council by thematizing the relation between the desire
for happiness and the commandments. Starting from the indica-
tions of the first chapter of Veritatis splendor, moral theology is
called to establish this relation at a fundamental level. I shall
develop my reflection on this theme in three stages. In the first
place, I shall present an examination of the three terms at issue
(desire, happiness, and commandments) with the intention of
grasping the similarities and dissimilarities between them. In the
second place I shall take up the global context within which
Veritatis splendor situates the relation between these terms, and
which is provided by the link between freedom and truth.

* Cf. The Decree on Priestly Formation, Optatam totius, n. 16.
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Finally, the specific theme of the first chapter of the Encyclical
will be put into relief by displaying the novel points of departure
of the framework it presents.

I. PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATION OF THE TERMS OF THE
PROBLEM

“Desiderium”

Already the ancients associated the term “desire” with sidera,
the stars’ What does desire have to do with the stars? The original
semantic environment seems to be the sacred language of the
oracles, hence, of an anxious search in the stars for some sign of
assurance that that for which the heart hopes will be fulfilled.
With respect to the verb considerare, which has the same root,
desire would therefore be a moment of disappointment, the
downward glance of a gaze originally turned toward the stars. In
this way the characteristic ambiguity of desire may be appreci-
ated. On the one hand there results a compromise of its original
yearning for the heavens (the infinite), hence a restless wander-
ing among earthly objects, unable to find in them either an ade-
quate satisfaction of its aspiration or a sure sign that the hope
inscribed in one’s heart will come true (this wandering has rightly been
called the “nomadic character of desire”).® On the other hand,
one can observe that desire, although poised towards the finite,
continues to bear within itself the memory of, and the nostalgia
for, the infinite: in every one of our desires this Sehnsucht for the
heavens remains as a secret yearning, never attained in the finite.

The category of desire, therefore, shows itself to be anthropo-
logically revelatory of the creaturely indigence constitutive of the
human being, a being thrown into the world with the original

S Cf. A. Ernout - A. Meillet, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue latine: Histoire des
mots (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1932), 897; Thesaurus linguae latinae, vol. V, pars I, D
(Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1909-34), 697-710. The ancients to whom one should refer are:
Paul. Fest., 75; Prisc., Gramm. II, 274, 19; Isid., Orig. 10, 76. The original meaning
deduced from the etymology is: “amissum vel absentem requirere,” “libido absentem
videndi.”

¢ F. Botturi, Desiderio e verita: Per un’antropologia cristiana nell’etd secolarizzata
(Milan, 1985), 124-26.
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promise that his thirst for the infinite will be quenched, but who
inevitably runs up against disappointment. If the reality that
man encounters awakens the promise, it also painfully denies it,
so that in the face of desire one is obliged to make a fundamen-
tal choice of attitude. One must either affirm and confirm the
native promise of the heart, notwithstanding disappointments,
maintaining an openness to the possibility of fulfiliment (which
is not brought about by any human “doing”); or one must
renounce the promise of the infinite, and adapt to the finite. The
reasonableness of the former attitude is evident in the fact that it
does not entail a rejection or negation—as does the latter—of
any element of human experience. Above all it does not require
one to censure the most interesting and decisive element of the
heart: the promise.” If, on the one hand, faithfulness to that
promise requires the affirmation of the existence of an answer
adequate to our desire, and if, on the other hand, realism
excludes that such an answer be situated within the horizon of
human doing, then it follows that the answer can only be given
in the form of a gift from Another. The fulfillment of desire can
only be believed and awaited, not projected and constructed as
some work to be done.?®

The great poet Dante has expressed with unsurpassable verses
desire’s original tension as well as its temptation to turn in on
itself:

Everyone confusedly apprehends a good in which the mind may be at
rest and desires it, so that each strives to reach it, and if the love is slug-
gish that draws you to see it or gain it, this terrace, after due repen-
tance, torments you for that. Other good there is which does not make
men happy; it is not happiness, it is not the good Essence, the fruit and
root of every good.’

’ These anthropological perspectives are evocatively outlined by L. Giussani in his
writings, particularly in Movality: Memory and Desire, trans. K. D. Whitehead (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986) and in The Religious Sense, trans. J. Zucchi (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990).

8 Cf. Angelini, Il senso orientato, 416.

® Dante Alighieri, La Divina Commedia, Purgatorio, Canto XVII, vv. 127-35:
“Ciascun confusamente un bene apprende / nel qual si quieti I’animo, e disira: / per che
di giugner lui ciascun contende. / Se lento amore in lui veder vi tira, / o a lui acquistar,
questa cornice, / dopo giusto pentér, ve ne martira / Altro ben & che non fa 'uomo felice;
/ non & felicita, non & la bona / essenza, d’ogni ben frutto e radice.” The English transla-
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The aspiration for total fulfillment dwells, in a confused manner,
within the restless searching of the human heart, a heart that
desires in every thing loved that final end that alone grants hap-
piness. The ascent of purgatory is essentially the purification of
desire because, freed from bonds of limited and apparent satis-
faction (“pure and ready to mount to the stars”),” it can be
assumed into the same movement by which God moves the uni-
verse; so, finally, it can there find its peace, contemplating “the
Love that moves the sun and the other stars.”"

From this comes the need for an education in desire. Such an
education, by renouncing the immediate appeasement in the
finite, once again orients the gaze and the tension of the heart
towards the heavens, towards the stars; the heart thereby recu-
perates its global horizon, the fullness of satisfaction. In order to
be saved, then, desire needs to entrust itself to a promise of ful-
fillment, and to find a personal reference point that, in accom-
panying desire, allows for its purification.

Happiness

Wiladyslaw Tatarkiewicz, in a classical study of the term
“happiness,””? has shown its extreme semantical complexity.
There seem, however, to be two principal conceptions of happiness that
he brings to the fore. In the first place there is the modern con-
ception (“happiness”'), which he interprets as satisfaction with
one’s own life, taken as a whole. What is in question here is
a subjective perspective, in which the one, unquestionable

tion given here and throughout this article is that by John D. Sinclair (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1961). I owe the suggestion of this citation once again to L. Giussani, Si
pud vivere cosi? Uno strano approccio all’esistenza cristiana (Milano, 1994), 67, in the
context of a particularly interesting meditation on freedom (62-79). For a study on desio
in Dante’s work, see M. Camisasca, Riflessioni de medio corso (Forll, 1994), 19-33.

0 Purgatorio, Canto XXXIII, v. 145; “puro e disposto a salire alle stelle.”

" Paradiso, Canto XXXIII, v. 143-5: “Ma gia volgeva il mio dislo e il velle, / si come
rota ch’igualmente & mossa, / I’amor che move il sole e 1’altre stelle” (but now my desire
and will, like a wheel that spins with even motion, were revolved by the Love that moves
the sun and the other stars).

2 W, Tatarkiewicz, Analysis of Happiness, trans. Edward Rothert and Danuta
Zielinskn (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1976), 1-36.

3 The author employs the English word here.—TRANS.
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criterion for happiness is the judgment of the subject, who does
not therefore have to distinguish between true and false happi-
ness. The single criterion for this definition of happiness is psy-
chological: the saturation of desire. In the second place, there is
the classical conception (eudaimonia or beatitudo), which he
takes as the perfection of life in the objective sense. In this view
of things it is not only possible but also necessary to refer to
objective and rational criteria in order to establish what is true
happiness.

Saint Augustine, in the De Trinitate, offers a definition of that
which constitutes happiness in the objective sense: “A happy
man is one who has all that he wants and, at the same time,
wants nothing bad.”** The two elements complete each other,
and serve to define happiness as the correspondence of the tend-
ing of the subject with the presence of its proportionate object.
For happiness, in fact, the state of subjective satisfaction (having
all that one wants) is not enough; rectitude of the will (not want-
ing anything bad) is also necessary. And here it is the object that
decides: “it is the good that causes the happiness of the happy
man.” For the Doctor of Hippo happiness has, therefore, an
objective character: one can distinguish between true and false
happiness on the basis of the object of the will, the Good.

For his part, Saint Thomas Aquinas, in the Summa, places the
criterion for the determination of true happiness within the sub-
ject: “To desire happiness is nothing other than to desire the sat-
isfaction of the will.”* He then affirms, however, that only the
true good can satisfy the will fully. Here he recovers the totality
of the horizon of desire, tied to the will (i.e., the appetite guided
by reason), which preserves its openness to the infinite. For
Thomas, too, happiness has an objective character, for it is con-
nected with the goodness of the object; on just this basis the
goodness of the subject and his happiness is defined. Beatitude
has an objective meaning (finis cuius) and in this sense is identi-
fied with God, the Summum Bornum and final end. But beatitude
also has a subjective meaning (finis gquo) and in this sense it coin-

4 St. Augustine, De Trinitate, XIII, 4, 7-9, 12.
15 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-I1, q. S, a. 8.
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cides with an activity of the subject.” To be truly happy one
must become the kind of person who loves the good, wherein
true happiness is found, and in this way become himself good."”

At this juncture surfaces the theme of the structural dispro-
portion between desire, which animates human action, and its
object. Desire cannot be fulfilled by the possible objects of
action: it is made for the stars. As Maurice Blondel has pointed
out, between the volonté voulante (willing will) and the volonté
voulue (willed will) there exists a structural disproportion,'®
which action attempts in vain to overcome. The desire for hap-
piness, i.e., the desire for the complete fulfillment of the will in
its openness, the secret spring of every action, must be guided by
reason. At the same time, however, the truth about the Good is
always beyond any rationalistic pre-comprehension that would
attempt, prior to our actions, to seize it in a concept. It is there-
fore necessary to entrust oneself to praxis, to live action with a
trusting “pre-sentiment” of complete fulfillment. Action seems to
have to function as reason’s guide in its tending towards its pro-
portionate object. But action so understood takes the form of a
practical “entrustment” to a promise, in order to receive its ful-
fillment as a “gift.”

The Commandments

A conflict of principle between desire for happiness and the
commandments is necessarily implied by the legalistic concep-
tion of modern moral thinking” and by the correlative subjec-
tivist conception of happiness. The commandments, even if

1 Cf. Summa Theologiae, I-11, q. 1, a. 8.

" Cf. P. ]. Wadell, The Primacy of Love: An Introduction to the Ethics of Thomas
Agquinas (New York: Mahwah, 1992), 44-62.

'8 M. Blondel, L’action (1893): Essai d’une critique de la vie et d'une science de la pra-
tique, 3rd ed. (Paris; Presses Universitaires de France, 1973), 132.

' Cf. G. Grisez, “Legalism, Moral Truth and Pastoral Practice,” in T. J. Herron, ed.,
The Catholic Priest as Moval Teacher and Guide (San Francisco, 1990), 97-113. For a his-
torical judgment on the question of legalism in the post-tridentine handbook tradition,
see L. Vereecke, Da Guglielmo d’Ockham a Sant’Alfonso de Liguori: Saggi di storia della
teologia movale moderna (1300-1787) (Rome, 1990) and S. Pinckaers, Les sources de la
morale chrétienne: Sa méthode, son contenu, son histoire (Fribourg, 1985), 258-82;
English translation (ET) by Sr. Mary Thomas Noble, The Sources of Christian Ethics
(Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1995), 254-79.
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reabsorbed into the autonomy of an interior norm, continue to be
opposed to desire, now reduced to the empirical sphere of the
passions (Kant). This contraposition is not, however, the neces-
sary consequence of classical ethics, provided this ethics is not
interpreted in a “rationalistic” manner.

In the ethics of classical inspiration, and in particular in
Thomistic ethics, the concept of lex is secondary and subordinate
to that of virtus. The law, which maintains an irreducible char-
acter of exteriority, but which at the same time is recognized in
its intrinsic rationality, has as its aim the guidance of men
towards virtue.* As such the law is reformulated and is under-
stood to have as its finality the education of desire. In fact, we
might say that virtue is desire educated to see the stars: appetite
molded by reason, which maintains its intentional openness to
the final end. Therefore, the commandments exist in function of
an education of desire. So, on the one hand, they posit the exter-
nal limits of its immediate satisfaction, in order to save its total
openness; on the other hand, they forge its aspirations in confor-
mity with their authentic ends. The commandments deny our
urges towards partial satisfaction so as to protect our secret and
ultimate longing. Impeding the reduction of desire or its collapse
into itself, the commandments guide desire towards the stars.

The priority of virtue over the commandment is a decisive
characteristic of the “ethics of the agent-subject” or “ethics of the
first person” vis-a-vis the “ethics of the observer” or “ethics of the
third person.”? For the former, the agent subject is at the center,

2 Cf. G. Abba’, Lex et virtus: Studi sullevoluzione della dottrina movale di San
Tommaso d’Aquino (Rome, 1983). See also two other recent interpretations of Thomist
ethics: E. Schockenhoff, Bonum hominis: Die anthropologischen und theologischen
Grundlagen der Tugendethik des Thomas von Aquin (Mainz: Matthias-Grunewald-
Verlag, 1987); M. Rhonheimer, Praktische Vernunft und Verniinftigkeit der Praxis:
Handlungstheorie bei Thomas von Aquin in ihver Entstehung aus dem Problemkontext
der aristotelischen Ethik (Berlin: Akademik Verlag, 1994).

¥ St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-11, q. 107, a. 2: “Finis vero cuiuslibet legis
est ut homines efficiantur iusti et virtuosi.”

*2 This shift of the principal point of view according to which ethics is elaborated and
which indicates a decisive fracture between ancient and medieval ethics on the one hand
and modern ethics on the other, has been articulated by S. Hampshire in his study of
1949, reprinted in A. MacIntyre and S. Hauerwas, eds., Revisions: Changing Perspectives
in Moral Philosophy (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983) and by E.
Pincoffs in his “Quandary Ethics,” Mind 80 (1971): 552-71.
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with his aspiration towards the good and towards happiness; for
the latter, an external regulation of behavior, by means of norms
and precepts, is at the center. Veritatis splendor explicitly makes
the former framework its own when it affirms that in order to
grasp the object that morally specifies action it is “necessary to
place oneself in the perspective of the acting person” (n. 78).
Moreover, this is also the orientation of its first chapter, which
emphasizes as the origin of morality the question the young man
puts to Jesus : “Master, what good thing must I do to obtain eter-
nal life?” Precisely by starting with this question Veritatis splendor
reintroduces the desire for happiness as the original experience
and foundational principle of morality, within which the
commandments, in their turn, find their proper place and
significance.

I1. THE GLOBAL CONTEXT OF VERITATIS SPLENDOR:
THE CONNECTION BETWEEN FREEDOM AND TRUTH

Veritatis splendor situates the problem of the relationship
between desire (for happiness) and the commandments within
the more comprehensive thematic of the connection between
freedom and truth (nn. 4 and 84), whereas that which connotes
the specifically theological dimension of the problem, namely,
the connection between faith and morality, is set in the back-
ground. This framework, centered on freedom, is characterized
as “modern,” for within it are gathered the most debated ques-
tions of contemporary moral reflection (n. 31). Nevertheless,
freedom is reunited to truth from within (n. 34) as the condition
of its authenticity. In order to grasp the significance of this con-
textualization, so decisive for the Encyclical’s perspective, it is
necessary to consider the conception of freedom and truth pro-
posed by the pontifical document.

Truth

The truth of which it speaks is not the object of a merely
“speculative” knowledge, in which reason alone is at play. It is
rather a matter of a practical truth: a truth on which one’s per-
sonal life depends, a truth that is not only to be contemplated,
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but to be done, and that therefore is given to be known only in
the form of a “re-cognition,” i.e., only insofar as one’s freedom is
engaged with it.”® In this regard, Saint Thomas Aquinas speaks
of a veritas vitae* as the complete correspondence, both interior
and exterior, of the whole of man’s being with divine truth; the
individual virtues bring this correspondence to fruition within
the specific ambits of their competence. At issue here is a princi-
ple of general rectitude, which sustains and grounds the whole of
human existence, in conformity with the divine law.* Man
assents to moral truth only by virtue of his freedom and with the
whole of his being, which must be shaped by the virtues: “the
virtuous man judges everything rightly, and in each thing the
truth appears to him . . . he being the canon and measure of
them.”? It is precisely the decisive function accorded to the
appetite in regard to moral knowledge that characterizes the
classical position of Aristotle and Saint Thomas Aquinas, and
that differentiates them from every intellectualistic reduction of
virtue to a merely executive role.”

Veritatis splendor discusses this theme in reference to con-
science (n. 64), recalling the indispensable connaturality required
for the knowledge of the concrete good and citing Jn. 3:21: “He
who does what is true comes to the light.” But also in regard to
the final end, happiness, the decisive criterion for its determina-
tion cannot but be practical reason (cf. n. 40).”® It seems to me

 In this regard, see my La conoscenza movale: Linee di veflessione sul Commento di
San Tommaso all’Etica Nicomachea (Rome, 1987). On the subject of conscience see also
E. Schockenhoff, Das umstrittene Gewissen: Eine theologische Grundlegung (Mainz,
1990), 115-33.

#In IV Sent., d. 46, q. 1, a. 1; Summa Theologiae, 1, q. 16, a. 4, ad 3; II-11, q. 109, a. 2,
ad 3; II-11, q. 109, a. 3, ad 3. Contrary to E. Schockenhoff’s argument in Das umstritiene
Gewissen (90-91, 129-33), the veritas vitae is not for Thomas set against the veritas doc-
trinae as a merely self-referenial factor of personal authenticity. Life is “true” when it
brings about that to which it is ordained by the divine intellect and reflects therefore that
fundamental divine truth, which is at the heart of the truth, be it the truth of life, or the
truth of doctrine.

8 Cf, R. Cessario, The Moval Virtues and Theological Ethics (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1991), 21.

* Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, I11, 4, 1113a, 29-35.

¥ Cf. Cessario, The Moval Virtues, 79-90.

28 Cf. Abba’, Felicita, vita buona e virta, 45.
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that the Encyclical acknowledges this practical connotation of
the decisive theme of truth when it notes that the moral question
is a question “about the full meaning of life” (n. 7). This signifies
quite a different thing from a purely theoretical or rationalistic
truth; it expresses, rather, the relation established between a par-
ticular action and the whole. An action is meaningful only inso-
far as it becomes intelligible; and this is achieved when it is
connected with the ultimate end of existence, and therefore with
reality as a whole, understood as the expression of a divinely
sapiential design. The moral question cannot be limited to
“moralistic” terms, i.e., as the mere conformity of an action with
a rule. Rather, it must be viewed more radically as a question
about the identity of the person (veritas vitae), about the link
that connects his action to his end, which gives meaning to his
life. “There exists a connection between the moral good and the
fulfillment of his own destiny” (n. 8). In this tending towards
truth, where what is in play is the meaning of one’s life as a
whole, even knowledge is attained only through the whole per-
son, who must be in harmony with the good, and who, in the
engagement of his freedom, risks by entrusting himself.

Freedom

The relativity of freedom to truth, according to the attestation
of the gospel “the truth will make you free” (Jn. 8:32), also neces-
sarily implies a reinterpretation of the modern conception of
freedom. Freedom is not “indifference,”” but love for the true
good. The theme of the desire for happiness is integrated into
morality as the original and constitutive inclination of freedom,
but this is oriented in turn by the judgment of reason. Reason
regards the desire for happiness not as an empty psychological
formula left up to subjective interpretation. Rather, desire is
viewed as the tension towards the ultimate end of man’s aspir-
ing, guided by reason.” Desire, once it is brought fully back into
the dynamic of freedom and morality, is not a naturalistic passion

¥ Cf. Pinckaers, Les sources de la morale chrétienne, 329-54; ET, 327-53.
* Cf. M. Rhonheimer, La prospettiva della movale: Fondamenti dell’etica filosofica
(Rome, 1994), 45-49,
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of only empirical and psychological relevance, but the conscious
openness to the fullness of the horizon of the Good. At the root
of all diffidence about desire and the natural inclinations is per-
haps the prejudice of a reductivistic interpretation that places
them at the level of merely sensible experience. What is decisive,
therefore, is the rediscovery of their properly spiritual dimen-
sion: The desire for happiness is the expression of our natura
spirvitualis in its spontaneous aspiration for the true and the
good.” Such a nature, theologically understood as a manifesta-
tion of the image of God, far from leading one to the particular-
ism of sensible experience, opens the person to the universality of
the spirit.

The truth concerning the good thus mediates between desire
and its full satisfaction, between native aspiration and its final
fulfillment. Freedom is animated by an aspiration restored and
maintained in its original openness: the commandments and the
virtues have this purpose.

In conclusion, it may be useful to touch on the thesis of the
philosopher Karol Wojtyla concerning the truthful integration of
desire,” which can perhaps be identified as the underlying philo-
sophical background to the Encyclical, permitting us to grasp
the meaning of this thematic. The freedom of man is made for
the gift of self to the other; in this gift even desire is integrated,
which, by submitting itself to the truth, agrees to acknowledge
the primacy of the other and so to realize itself ecstatically. At
issue here is a gradual process that assumes instincts, impulses,
emotions, and sentiments, but that can bring about their inte-
gration only within the truth. The reference to the truth, in fact,
conditions the authentic freedom of self-determination and per-
mits a transcendence with respect to various forms of determin-
ism. The virtues have a decisive role in this process, for they are
precisely the formation of desire in the light of the openness to
the truth.

1 Servais Pinckaers has opportunely attracted attention to this in his La morale
catholique (Paris, 1991), 71-88.

3 K. Wojtyla, Love and Responsibility, trans, H. T. Willetts (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1981), 114-18; The Acting Person, trans. A. Potocki (London: D. Reidel, 1979), 231-
34,
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III. NovEL POINTS IN THE FIRST CHAPTER OF THE ENCYCLICAL

In the first chapter of Veritatis splendor the connection
between desire for happiness and the commandments is grasped
in the concrete dynamic of the encounter and dialogue between
the rich young man and Jesus (Mt. 19:16-22). This original per-
spective allows certain novel points to emerge—points that
are important for the renewal of moral theology at its very
foundation.

A) The Moval Life as “Encounter” with Jesus Christ

The moral path is grasped at its genesis as an “encounter”
with Jesus (n. 7), an encounter in which the desire of the young
interlocutor (but in him also human beings of all ages) is aroused
with all of its force, as aspiration for eternal life, for the “fulfill-
ment of his own destiny” (n. 8). It is on account of the “attrac-
tiveness of the person of Jesus,” a promise intuited in his words
and in his actions, that the question is reawakened with all of its
openness.

In this way man’s ethical dimension is situated within the
concrete context of a personal relationship, a relationship that
develops dialogically in history. From this is derived an empha-
sis on the fundamental value for moral theology of categories
such as “vocation,” “covenant,” “promise,” “trust,” “companion-
ship,” “hope,” and “gift.” Such categories are well represented in
the Sacred Scriptures, but for centuries have been obscured by
the systematic moral theology of the handbooks; indeed, they
have remained irrelevant even in the elaboration of post-conciliar
normative ethics. The concentration on the commandments, or
on norms, has favored a reductive focusing of the debate on the
autonomy of moral reason, which has overshadowed and ren-
dered essentially pleonastic all reference to revelation and, in
particular, to its contents.” The reinsertion of these contents into

3 Cf. W. Kerber, “Limiti della morale biblica,” in K. Demmer and B. Schiiller, eds.,
Fede cristiana e agire morale (Assisi, 1980), 129-43; J. Endres, “Geniigt eine rein biblis-
che Moraltheologie?” Studia Moralia 2 (1965); J. Fuchs, “Christian Morality: Biblical
Orientation and Human Evaluation,” Gregorianum 67/4 (1986): 745-63. For a panoramic
view of the current debates and problematics in fundamental moral theology, see my
Morale: tra crisi e rinnovamento: Gli assoluti morali, Uopzione fondamentale, la for-
mazione della coscienza (Milan, 1993), 7-39.
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moral theology, under the auspices of Optatam totius, n. 16,
requires not so much a reproposal of Holy Writ according to the
modes of persuasive or “narrative” discourse (so fashionable
today) as a fundamental reflection, on the basis of a phenome-
nology of the ethical experience of man as such, that grasps its
transcendental categories in their structural connections* and,
above all, that provides a properly theological hermeneutic, in
reference to Christ. It is, in fact, in Him, in the encounter with
Him, “true light which illumines everyone” (Jn. 1:9, cited in
Veritatis splendor, n. 1), that the solution can be found for the
problem in theological anthropology so decisive today for moral
theology, the problem concerning the relation between nature
and grace.®

In the encounter with Jesus, desire is saved from its with-
drawal into itself and lifted up towards a goal, in which one can
find fulfillment in a form heretofore unknown. Christian revela-
tion proposes a surprising and superabundant fulfillment of the
desire for happiness; and this resolves the paradoxical tension
between the necessity of finding an answer for living and acting
reasonably and the impossibility of full satisfaction of this desire
in this world. To linger with the metaphor that, beginning with
the etymology of desire; accompanies the thread of our reflec-
tion, we could say that the stars have come to earth in order to
encounter and save the errant and vagrant desire of man.*

At the same time, this encounter so full of promise, which
occurred as an unexpected and unthinkable grace, demands the
reformulation of the young man’s original question. If one’s
expectation is to be fulfilled, one must accept that it be sur-
passed. From out of the sphere of human “doing,” Jesus invites
man to turn his gaze to the fount of goodness, to Him who, being
the absolute Good, constitutes the final end of action. Only in
total and disinterested love for this end does moral initiative and

3% Cf. Angelini, Il senso orientato al sapere, 420-25.

3 Cf. the articles of R. Tremblay on Veritatis splendor: “Le Christ et la morale selon
I’Encyclique de Jean Paul II Veritatis splendor,” Lateranum 60 (1994): 29-66; “Jésus le
Christ, vraie lumiére qui éclaire tout homme: Réflexions sur I’Encyclique de Jean Paul II
Veritatis splendoy,” Studia Moralia 31 (1993): 383-90.

% Cf. St. Leo the Great, Sermo XXIII, 111 in Nativitate Domini, 3: PL 54, 199-203.
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the question of eternal life make sense. In the encounter with
Jesus, the young man discovers the depth of his own desire; on
the other hand, he is invited to let that desire be reformed
through education, by means of the commandments and the fol-
lowing of Christ. In fact, the Encyclical underlines the fact that
the dynamic of the dialogue, beginning with the ardor of love for
the absolute and final good, continues to recall the command-
ments, those “paths” towards the fulfillment of the desire for
eternal life, and then the following of the very person of Jesus
(discipleship), after having abandoned everything for him.

B) The Christological Dimension of the Commandments

“From the very lips of Jesus, the new Moses, man is once
again given the commandments of the Decalogue” (n. 12). Jesus
confirms and proposes the commandments to men of every age
as the way and condition of salvation. In this way the connection
between commandment and promise is established from within
the relation of the covenant. In fact, since the time of the Old
Testament, the context in which the commandments are given to
us has been that of the Covenant:¥ they have the form of a gift
offered by God out of love, and received by His people in trust
on the strength of a promise. Through the commandment the
people of Israel entrusts itself to its Lord, who will guard and
bring its desire for happiness to fruition (cf. Dt. 6:3). The com-
mandment is the typical form of the education in desire that is
realized by means of faith within the historical relationship of
the covenant. The exterior dimension of obedience is lived in the
attitude of trust. In sum, even the commandments of the Old
Covenant are a way of imitating God in his salvific action
towards the people.

But, once again, the full form of the commandment is personal.
Veritatis splendor reproposes the affirmation of Saint Ambrose
according to which “plenitudo legis in Christo est,” asserting that
“he himself becomes a living and personal Law” (n. 15). In the
face of man’s desire there is no longer the abstract and imper-
sonal expression of the law, but the concrete and personal form

% Cf. J. L'Hour, La morale de VAlliance (Paris, 1985, originally published in 1966).
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of Jesus, who, according to the Balthasarian formula, is “the con-
crete categorical imperative,”® since he lived his eternal filial
obedience to the will of the Father in a human existence wholly
the same as ours. In its definitive Christological dimension, the
commandment is revealed to be in function of the imitation of
Christ, and so in perfect and free conformity to that archetypal
Image, in which and for which man was created.

The original vocation inscribed from the image of God
encounters the wholly unprecedented eschatology of the Son
made man: the human desire for happiness encounters a gratuitous
reality exceeding every human expectation and project, a reality
of fulfillment through participation in the life of the divine.
Christ in his humanity becomes the “way,” the synthesis of every
preceding moral law, the definitive hermeneutic of every com-
mandment.

In this way the dialectic of autonomy and heteronomy is also
surpassed. “In Christ” the law is perceived as the expression of
the will of the Father and embraced in a filial way; in the Spirit,
while remaining keteron (something other) with respect to God,
we are assumed gratuitously into a filiation that makes us also
heteros (someone other). In the Spirit, the Christological com-
mandment is interiorized and becomes the new law of love,
without, however, completely eliminating on earth the exterior ele-
ments (cf. n. 53),* which are nevertheless subordinated in func-
tion of the interior element (lex nova Spiritus Sancti).

C) The Commandments in the Itinevary Towards the Pevfection
of One’s Personal Vocation

In Veritatis splendor the commandments are seen not only as
the way to the end (n. 12), but also as a stage leading towards the
maturation of freedom (n. 13), or rather leading towards perfec-
tion (n. 17). Now, the perfection of freedom is realized in the “gift
of self,” in charity (nn. 18 and 87). This is the imitation of God
and has the measure of God. N. 18, connecting by way of inter-

% H. U. von Balthasar, Neuf théses pour une éthique chrétienne (Bologna, 1979), 612-
45,
¥ Cf. St. Augustine, De Spiritu et littera, PL 44, 201-46, CSEL 40, IV, I; St. Thomas

Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-11, qq. 106-8; E. Kaczynski, La legge nuova: L'elemento
esterno della legge nuova secondo San Tommaso (Rome, 1974).
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pretation Lk. 6:36 with Mt. 5:48, places Christian perfection, the
imitation of divine perfection, within mercy. Charity is the full-
ness of the law (Rm. 13:10) and according to its Christological
reference, it is the “new” commandment (Jn. 13:34). In it is sur-
passed the presumed conflict between the (egotistical) quest for
one’s own happiness (eros) and the gratuitous dedication “to the
glory of God” (agape) (n. 10).* The desire for happiness, whose
objective value has been entrusted to and protected by the com-
mandment, reveals and nourishes its ecstatic character: it
becomes charity, which affirms Another.

For this reason beatitude and charity are ultimately one. It is
this authentically Thomistic conception of happiness that liber-
ates happiness from every suspicion of egotistical interest.’ In
fact, for Thomas beatitude is, on the one hand, an activity, the
most perfect activity of a person who has reached the highest
level of development possible for a human being; and this activ-
ity is identical with charity perfectly realized. On the other hand,
charity, as friendship with God, is our happiness inasmuch as it
is that type of life in which the original potentialities of man are
actuated to the highest degree in the gift of self to God and to
neighbor. Therefore, the desire for happiness, which is an expres-
sion of creaturely indigence and the beginning of the moral jour-
ney, culminates in charity, which is the affirmation of an Other
and the perfect availability to receiving its form. The paradox of
the Christian moral life is that it is precisely through welcoming
the initial need for fulfillment and in allowing oneself to be edu-
cated by the presence of God in Christ that the human being is
guided beyond himself, to be fulfilled in the gift, receiving from
God even his very capacity to love.

At the same time the perfection of freedom is the fulfillment
of the person in his unique and unrepeatable vocation (n. 17 and
n. 85). In the call of the Good one can hear, in fact, the echo of a
personal vocation (n. 7) that concerns the “fulfillment of his own
destiny” (n. 8); this call is a journey of freedom, in which “the

“ Cf. Balthasar, “Homo creatus est,” 9-26.

! On this theme see R. Guindon, Béatitude et théologie morale chez Saint Thomas
d’Aquin (Ottawa: Editions de I’Universite d’Ottawa, 1956); P. J. Wadell, Friendship and
the Moral Life (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 120-41.
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good of the person” is affirmed (n. 13). The personalistic visage
of the moral life is evident, in an ever more decisive way, in the
encounter with Jesus as the movement from the commandments
to the following of His person.

It must also be said that the sequela Christi, proposed by the
Encyclical as the “essential and original foundation of Christian
morality” (n. 19), fully protects the dimension of personal singu-
larity belonging to the truth of morality, a dimension about
which our contemporary mentality is particularly sensitive. The
moral life does not consist only in the fulfillment of the universal
regulations contained in the commandments; more importantly,
it is a matter of the realization of the person, in his unique and
unrepeatable vocation, which emerges from the most personal
encounter with Christ. The contingency of the different calls
implied by differing vocational circumstances requires us to
accord the virtue of prudence its full value. Prudence is “in
Christ,” a real participation in His wisdom, which through the
gifts of the Spirit makes us attentive and sensitive to every sug-
gestion of the Friend and enables us to act according to the end
gratuitously given us.”

D) The Ways Towards the Fulfillment of the Desire for
Happiness

The first chapter of the Encyclical appears now, at the end of
this reflection, as the proposal of a moral itinerary that, taking
up the desire for happiness, reconciles it with its authentic and
original horizon (the stars) and opens it to the gratuitous fullness
of the divine life.

The commandments of God are the first “way” indicated by
Jesus for obtaining eternal life (n. 12). Inasmuch as they are a
negative “limit,” they block false aspirations by turning desire
away from the dead-ends of the finite and by orienting it else-
where, namely, towards the infinite object for which it is made.
The commandments, however, are also and above all “a path
involving a moral and spiritual journey towards perfection, at
the heart of which is love” (n. 15). In this second sense the com-

*2 Cf. Cessario, The Moval Virtues, 60, 76-79.
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mandments are at the service of the practice of love (n. 17); they
educate desire to open itself up to love.

Yet the truly great Way to the fulfillment of the desire of life
is Jesus Himself. Through the gift of the Spirit there is now the
possibility of following Christ, the “living and personal law,” and
fulfilling the commandments—which represent partial stages
leading up to that fullness which He is (n. 17).* Nonetheless,
even under the regime of the new law the commandments
remain necessary reference points, since we possess only the first
fruits of the Spirit.* In any case all of the paths converge in the
end, so as to bring to fruition in the moral subject the intimate
conformation of our desires to those of Christ (Phil. 2:5-8, c¢f. n.
21).

The intrinsic link between the desire for happiness and the
fulfillment of the moral life is indicated by the Encyclical with
the theme of the beatitudes (n. 16), a theme that has been over-
looked by modern moral theology, but that is well represented in
the great theological tradition.” These mark the gratuitous antici-
pation of the end within Christian action: they are a foretaste of
the eternal along the journey. Veritatis splendor recalls their
Christological character (the beatitudes “are invitations to disci-
pleship and to communion of life with Christ,” since they are a
“sort of self-portrait of Christ”) and their indication of a promise
that opens up in the disciple hope for the fulfillment that will be
realized fully in the future Kingdom. By following Christ, in the
paradoxical form of obedience and the abandonment of every-
thing, man’s desire for happiness already mysteriously partici-
pates in that beatitude of the Kingdom of heaven to which he
aspires and which is given him gratuitously.

* The Christocentric perspective of morality and the elements for a possible
Christological integration not only of the commandments of the Old Law but also of
Natural Law are offered in 1. Biffi, “IntegralitA cristiana e fondazione morale,” Scuola
Cattolica 115 (1987): 570-90, as well as in G. Chantraine-A. Scola, “L’évenement Christ
et la vie morale,” Anthropotes 1 (1987): 5-23, and in R. Tremblay, L’“Homme” qui
divinise: Pour une interprétation christocentrique de Uexistence (Montreal, 1993).

* Cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, Super Ep. ad Romanos, c. XII, lect. I (Turin: Marietti,
1953), n. 971. .

4 See St. Augustine, De sermone Domini .in monte, PL 34, 1229-1308, CC 35; St.
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-11, q. 69. Opportunely, S. Pinckaers has directed
attention to this theme in Les sources de la morale chrétienne, 144-94; ET, 134-90.
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INTRODUCTION: THE DEBATE ABOUT VIRTUE

IRTUE is back. Especially in the United States, a wide-

spread discussion about its role in moral theology has

been initiated, a discussion modeled on Aristotle’s
Ethics, particularly as Aristotle’s thought was developed in the
Middle Ages by Thomas Aquinas.

Accompanying this rediscovery of virtue is a criticism of mod-
ern ethical theories. These theories, having broken with
Aristotelian tradition, have led to a burgeoning of contradictory
systems: a morality of obligation on the Kantian model; utilitar-
ian morality; and a radical critique of morality by Nietzsche.
Because of such divergences any discussion between moralists,
especially where the foundations and principles of morality are
involved, has up to the present seemed doomed to failure.!

* Translated by Sr. Mary Thomas Noble, O.P.

' The author who has contributed most to this discussion of virtue is undoubtedly
Alasdair MacIntyre in his three principal books: After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981; second edition, 1984); Whose
Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame, 1988); Three
Versions of Moral Inquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame, 1990). The Italian edition of the last book, Enciclopedia,
Genealogia e Tradizione (Milan, 1993), includes a special introduction on MacIntyre and
a biography. I should also like to mention the article by Martha Nussbaum, “Virtue
Revived,” Times Literary Supplement 4657 (July 3, 1992): 9-11.

See also a recent book by André Comte-Sponville, Petit traité des grands vertus (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1995). This work is very interesting because it proposes
to a wide readership a moral system drawn from Aristotle that is at the same time based
entirely on modern philosophy. In my opinion the author unintentionally confirms
the thesis of the incompatibility of modern ethical systems of obligation and the
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In view of this ethical pluralism, certain philosophers have
undertaken to set up ethical norms through reflection on justice,
using the methods of discussion and decision prevalent in our
democratic societies. The initiative has been designated as pro-
cedural ethics.’

In this rather chaotic situation, other writers have thought a
return to Aristotelian ethics opportune—a move that would
enable us to reconnect with the long tradition of virtue-based
morality represented therein, while bringing it up to date. In
fact, the introduction of the concept of virtue offers many oppor-
tunities for the shaping of a morality that takes the human per-
son into account. Virtue is a dynamic human quality acquired
through education and personal effort. It forms character and
assures continuity in action. Furthermore, it is set within the
framework of community and a strong tradition, to whose devel-
opment it contributes. Teaching on virtue would seem to be a
good corrective for excessive individualism. This is what the so-
called “communitarian” trend has emphasized.’

The debate on virtue has also surfaced within traditional
Catholic teaching. Since the first half of this century, under the
inspiration of St. Thomas, several authors of moral theology
textbooks have undertaken to reorganize special morality on the
basis of the virtues rather than the ten commandments, as had
been done since the seventeenth century.* Admittedly, the change

Aristotelian construct of the virtues held by MacIntyre. With the moderns he rejects a
natural foundation for morality, within man, and thus robs the virtues he treats of their
deep roots. Virtue is not spontaneous; it remains voluntaristic.

? To mention a few titles: K. O. Apel, Transformation der Philosophie, 2 vols.
(Frankfurt, 1981); Apel, Ethique de la discussion (Paris, 1994); J. M. Ferry, Philosophie
de la communication (Paris, 1994); Jiirgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikativen
Handeln, 2 vols. (Frankfurt, 1981); Habermas, Moralbewusstsein und kommunikativer
Handeln (Frankfurt, 1983); John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Harvard, 1971).

® See, for example: J. H. Joder, Jésus et le politique: La radicalité éthique de la croix
(Lausanne, 1984); S. Hauerwas, The Peacable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics
(Notre Dame, 1983); W. Reese-Schiifer, Was ist Kommunitarismus? (Frankfurt, 1994);
Charles Taylor, The Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge,
Mass., 1989); Taylor, The Malaise of Modernity (Cambridge, Mass., 1991); Taylor,
Multiculturalism and “the Politics of Recognition” (Princeton, 1992); M. Walzer, “Les
deux universalismes,” Esprit 187 (December, 1992): 114-133.

* A few examples: D. M. Priimmer, O.P., Manuale theologiae moralis ad mentem divi
Thomae (Barcelona, 1946); J.-B. Vittrant, S.J., Théologie morale (Paris, 1948).
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remained superficial, since the virtues served only to classify
obligations and prohibitions in a new way. The focus was still
obligation, not virtue. Nonetheless, these authors drew attention
to the inadequacy of a moral teaching limited to the command-
ments, and indicated the direction to be followed for a revision
of the presentation of moral theology.

In the opposite direction, reacting to Paul VI’s encyclical
Humanae Vitae, certain Catholic moralists worked out a new
concept of morality and criteria of judgment based principally
on the weighing of the good and evil consequences of human
actions, seen as means in view of the end sought. This has been
called “consequentialism” and “proportionalism.” It amounts to
a modern translation of casuistry combined with reflections
based on Kantian categories. This construct, tending to utilitar-
ianism, harmonizes well with the technological mindset of our
age.

Taking as its point of departure a pre-moral judgment formed
by relating an action to its circumstances and external conse-
quences, this system is unable to assign a determining role to
virtue, which is an interior principle of human action. If virtue is
referred to at all, it is associated with an habitual, general good
intention. “Consequentialism” avoids the consideration of virtue
even more decisively than did traditional casuistry.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, too, has encountered
the problem of virtue. In organizing the subject matter of moral-
ity it had to choose between using the commandments or the
virtues as a base. If it opted for the commandments, in order to
lend firm support to the teaching of the Decalogue, it has been at
pains to elucidate them by their relationship to the virtues. Nor
has it hesitated to reintroduce into moral theology the too-long-
neglected teaching on the New Law and the gifts of the Holy
Spirit that perfect the virtues.’

The problem of the role of virtue has far-reaching ramifica-
tions in philosophy as well as in theology. In order to resolve this
problem, it is not enough to assign a place to virtue in a moral

* See my article, “Le Catechisme de I’Eglise catholique,” Sources XIX (1993): 49-59.
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system based on concepts of obligation, duty, or utility. The
nature of virtue calls for a specific systematization in which the
other elements, particularly obligations, commandments, and
means, play a subordinate role. We are no longer dealing with a
morality of individual actions that are either allowed or forbid-
den by law. Virtue builds up a moral system around those quali-
ties inherent in man that enable him to perform with freedom
good actions involving continuity and development.

Obviously, I cannot treat the question of the place of virtue in
moral theology exhaustively here. I should simply like to offer
some reflections that may help us to rediscover the true nature of
virtue, and more particularly, its rightful role in the making of
practical judgments and in the study of moral cases.

I. TOWARD A MORALITY OF DYNAMIC INTERIORITY

It is very important to situate virtue accurately in its relation-
ship to moral action. Our actions are actually richer and more
complex than the ordinary treatment of cases of conscience
would have us believe. According to Aristotle’s analysis, in order
for an action to be voluntary and hence moral, two conditions
are required: it must proceed from within the acting subject; and
the agent must be aware of the component elements of his act.
Spontaneity and awareness are, therefore, the two essential notes
of a moral action.

Awareness of our actions, like consciousness, operates at two
levels. The first level draws our initial attention. This is the
“external action” with its purpose, circumstances, and the result
sought: for example, a job to be done, a role to exercise, a debt to
pay, or a duty to perform. The second level goes deeper. It stems
from our capacity to reflect upon ourselves, our personal dispo-
sitions, desires, intentions, and feelings. This is the level of “inte-
rior action,” where the roots and causes of our actions lie. Now
the question becomes: Am I acting out of self-interest or out of a
concern for justice? Out of vanity and egoism, or out of devo-
tion? From a sense of duty, or out of love? Here we are at the
moral level of voluntary and rational commitment, at the level of
the “heart” in the biblical sense of the word. This is where the
virtues have their place (vices also), as stable and personal dis-
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positions to do good (or evil). These dispositions are dynamic and
shape the man together with his actions, according to Aristotle’s
definition: “Virtue renders its possessor good, and also his
actions.”¢

There are two elements, therefore, in every moral act: inward
and outward action. Note well, we are not speaking of two separate
acts, for the first stands to the second as soul to body. We can
therefore speak of the two dimensions of a human act: its
inwardness and its outwardness. The interior act is paramount
because it emanates directly from the will, from the person. It
takes place at the source of human morality. Virtues are likewise
interior principles of action as contrasted with law which, by its
origin, is an external principle, above man.

Casuist morality has focused on the external action consid-
ered as individual, for example, a case of conscience, relating it
to law, the source of moral obligation. In this way morality is
closely linked to law and justice. Casuist morality abstracts from
interiority or reduces interiority simply to a good or evil inten-
tion. Being concerned about rationality, it will also avoid the
intervention of affectivity in the forming of a moral judgment.
Although careful to consider concrete circumstances, the moral-
ist will study human action in an impersonal, abstract way, as
“one case” falling under the general law. The expression “conse-
quentialist” is significant in this regard: judgment of actions
should first be made at the pre-moral level, by an adjustment of
circumstances and means to the end, in a technological type of
relationship. Morality will only intervene at a later stage, with
the intention.

Such a break with the interior dimension of human action logi-
cally leads to relegating the virtues to a position outside the
moral realm, thus constricting them. Virtue becomes a kind of
habit of obeying the law.

The restoration of a virtue-oriented morality calls therefore
for a fundamental change. The central focus of morality needs to
be returned to the level of the interior act and seen from the

® Aristotle, Ethics, I1, 6 (1106 a 15); see St. Thomas, Summa theologiae, I-11, q. 20, a. 3,
obj. 2.
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viewpoint of the person who is acting, with all his intellectual
and affective dispositions—beginning with the “discerning
mind” that Scripture attributes to Solomon (1 Kings 3:12). This
was the point of the ancient Socratic maxim “Know thyself!”
which was deepened by St. Augustine in the brief prayer at the
beginning of his work on free will: “That I may know myself,
that I may know Thee!” This interiority is the realm of the
virtues, theological as well as human. From this center, they
enlighten and direct moral action.

I should like to make it clear that in placing morality once
more at the level of interiority we are not taking up a morality of
intention, after the manner of Kant and others. If virtue remains
merely a good intention it risks being no more than an illusion.
It only becomes real and effective when it produces good actions,
as a tree produces fruit. Virtue is altogether ordered to actions
and to their excellence, as well as to the object that specifies
them. One of the tasks of virtue is precisely to effect coordination
between the interior and external act, between our disposition to
act and its realization in actions done and done well.

A) The treatment of cases of conscience

If virtue is oriented to action, it cannot remain a general prin-
ciple. It must enter the concrete area of action. The first change
it effects is a deepening of the approach to the study of cases of
conscience. The difference between virtue-based morality and
that of the casuists stands out clearly when we compare their
contrasting procedures with St. Paul’s method of solving moral
questions in First Corinthians. Let us take the case of food
offered to idols. The Apostle first states that such food cannot
contaminate, since idols have no real existence. Christians, there-
fore, may eat it. This reasoning establishes a general norm of
what is allowed and forbidden. St. Paul is of the opinion, how-
ever, that this material, external judgment does not go far
enough. As a more basic criterion he introduces the considera-
tion of charity toward the weak, taking into account their per-
sons and their dispositions. The concern to avoid scandal and to
practice fraternal charity modifies the practical judgment and
calls for abstinence from the idol offerings. Thus reflection rises
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to the decisive level of personal interiority, which opens out to
others and to the common good. The quality of the Christian’s
actions and his or her perfection will depend more on charity
than on abstract knowledge.

St. Paul solves other cases in the same way. He first examines
the external data involved and then introduces as his principal
criterion the personal bonds that faith and charity establish with
Christ and the Holy Spirit.

Thus the Apostle provides us with models for analyzing and
solving cases of conscience. The virtues, human and Christian,
predominate, in conformity with the moral catechesis exposed in
his letters (Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1971). Here
we have a clear, authoritative invitation to renew casuistry by
way of a virtue-oriented morality. )

Such a change of method in the study of conscience cases will
also have its pastoral effects. In order to handle a problem of
conscience properly, it is not enough to examine it in itself as if it
were a general case. It needs to be seen within the life context of
the person concerned, and we should reflect with him on the
underlying intentions directing and inspiring his actions. Very
often the clarification of a case brings to light some personal
problem involving relationships with God and others. Deeper
exploration shows the important bearing of the virtues, especially
faith and charity, on our actions. The moral question undergoes
a transformation. It is no longer limited to what is legally per-
missible and forbidden, but is inserted into the dynamism of a
life, into the heart of personal relationships, against a back-
ground of an advancing progress toward goodness and happi-
ness. The commitment and dispositions of the person make up
the essential data where cases of conscience are being considered
in the concrete.’

B) Two concepts of justice

A moral system based on the virtues includes a significant
change in the concept of justice.

” For the study of actual cases, see my explanations: “Le cas du Dr. Augoyard,” in Ce
gu'on ne peut jamais faire (Fribourg, 1986); “Le jugement moral sur les probleémes de la
vie naissante,” in L'Evangile et la Morale (Fribourg, 1992).
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In many current theories that limit ethics to interpersonal
relationships, the idea of justice plays a determining role. Justice,
which governs societal relationships by means of laws, seems
capable of providing ethics with rational foundations not to be
found elsewhere. In a pluralistic society like ours justice thus
seems to be the final court of appeal in laying down moral norms
and in establishing criteria for evaluating human actions. Justice
and morality tend to merge.

The beginnings of this kind of merger could already be seen
in handbooks of moral theology of recent centuries. Morality,
being based on obedience to legal obligations, was conceived of
and often exercised in a juridical manner. Canon law and moral-
ity used almost the same methods. The section on justice in the
textbooks was particularly well developed. This casuistry, how-
ever, recognized natural law, the expression of the divine will, as
the first foundation of morality, and affirmed its superiority over
all human law. In spite of its similarity to law, morality remained
distinct from justice and maintained its primacy.

Modern theories have abandoned natural law and rights
because of the opposition that has been directed at them, and no
longer take into account man’s relationship with God. Deprived
of these supports, ethics clings to justice and law as the only
foundations generally acceptable in the name of reason. Thus
morality may hope to exercise once again a role in modern soci-
eties where, moreover, the need for ethical criteria is becoming
more and more widely felt. But in doing this, ethics becomes
subservient to theories of justice and society.

I should like to clarify once more precisely what is meant by
justice. In our liberal societies justice results from a rational
organization that aims at establishing equality between the
rights of individuals, that is, the right of each person to satisfy his
needs. We are dealing here with a basically self-centered concept
of man. We could call it “rational egoism” and “solipsism.”?
Justice becomes the art of organizing society, viewed as “a col-

8 J.-M. Ferry, Philosophie de la communication (Paris, 1994), 2:63.
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lection of egoisms,” by dint of laws that will avoid violent con-
frontation, favor collaboration, and contribute to the well-being
of the majority. To assure their rational and scientific character,
these theories will, moreover, abstract from what pertains to
affectivity and personal factors which do not lend themselves to
generalization.

If we now consider the virtue of justice in the setting of a
virtue-oriented morality, as described by Aristotle, St. Augustine,
or St. Thomas, for example, it will be easy to note some profound
differences.

According to the traditional definition, the virtue of justice
consists in “a permanent and constant will to give to everyone his
due.” Going back to Cicero’s De Officiis, St. Ambrose adds
some fine-tuning: “Justice renders to each one what is his and
claims not another’s property; it disregards its own profit in
order to preserve the common equity.”*

Such a definition makes it clear that the virtue of justice is
quite different from the balance of “egoisms” discussed above. It
could almost be called its opposite since its focus is not self but
the other. Its proper activity is not receiving, but rather giving to
others what is due them. In order to do this, it will even tran-
scend the consideration of one’s own profit out of love for the
common good. Justice is a virtue of the will, which it renders
constant and firm, in conformity with reason, which discerns the
law to be respected and carried out. It is a quality that perfects
man in his most personal aspect, his free will and his relationship
with others.

Such an idea of justice presupposes a different concept of
man. Beyond needs to be satisfied, it implies the existence within
us of a capacity to open ourselves to others, to recognize their
rights and honor them. Justice is more than respect and the
desire not to infringe on others’ rights. It is the beginning of a
certain kind of love, an esteem for another that inclines us to give
him his due.

®STh II-11, q. 58, a. 1.
' St. Ambrose, De Offic., I, c. 24; quoted in STh II-II, q. 58, a. 11, sed contra.
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Seen in this light, the virtue of justice is rooted in man’s
natural inclination to live in the society of other men, which pro-
ceeds from an innate sense of the other, as expressed in the golden
tule and the commandment to love others as oneself. Justice will
be expressed in laws seen less as constraints than as means of
education, effecting coordination and harmony between mem-
bers of society in view of the common good. It will find its per-
fection in friendship, which goes beyond the measure of legal
obligation and is exercised through liberality or generosity.
Virtue forms a love of justice in us and through this it opens the
way to charity.

C) Two remarks

I should like to make two important distinctions. Seen as a
balance of “egoisms,” justice presupposes that man is morally
undifferentiated. The recognition of “egoisms” is a precondition
for the distinction between good and evil that will precisely
determine the formation of laws. Let us note, however, that it is
difficult to see how a balance of “egoisms,” whatever the skill
and imagination of the legislator, could logically produce any-
thing more than a multiple and reinforced “egoism,” and how
such an amalgamation of “egoisms” could produce a moral sys-
. tem that would improve man’s condition.

The virtue of justice, on the contrary, bases the distinction
between good and evil in man himself, in his natural sense of
what is true and good, in the will and desire intent on what is
just or unjust. The question of moral excellence is of prime
importance here. It affects both the person and his actions. The
virtue of justice is both a challenge and a demand, urging us on
and judging us.

My second point is that modern theories of justice, inspired by
rationalism, separate reason from affectivity. Norms are estab-
lished with the aid of purely rational procedures on the basis of
material data which form the matter of law. Man is viewed as a
thinking being, for whom the command of duty or law is suffi-
cient motivation. This concept is too cerebral. It is impossible to
deny that affective factors such as patriotism, family attach-
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ments, class solidarity, fidelity to tradition, or a passion for free-
dom can play powerful roles in politics and society, and that they
must be taken into account in the areas of law and morality.

Casuist morality manifests the same tendency. Its rational and
juridical character causes it to banish affectivity from moral
judgment. In the textbooks, passions are viewed simply as obsta-
cles to the voluntary and free character of actions and threats to
their moral excellence. This school of morality requires an obe-
dience of the will alone; it is distrustful of sensibility and affec-
tion. Moral judgment ought therefore to be purely rational and
should beware of the intervention of any emotion.

In a virtue-oriented morality, the situation is quite different.
Doubtless the virtue of justice has a material objective—the
law—and this distinguishes it from the affectivity-related
virtues, courage and temperance. As a quality of the will, how-
ever, justice has its seat in the affectivity; it is a disposition of the
personal will, an efficacious love of what conforms to the law. In
particular it will generate love for the common good.

Furthermore, in order to be practiced concretely, justice
requires other moral virtues. We cannot perform a work of jus-
tice without possessing sufficient control over our feelings and
passions, and without having enough courage to overcome
obstacles such as fear and resistance. Better still, in moderating
the affectivity, these virtues render it capable of contributing to
moral action. Thanks to them justice will not operate in a stiff,
dry way but rather with upright and firm sensitivity in regard to
others. Virtue engages the heart as well as the reason.

The virtues connected with affectivity also collaborate in the
prudential discernment that directs justice, at both legislative
and personal levels. They prevent the passions—avarice, ambi-
tion, fear, and anger—from blinding the vision and disturbing
the judgment. They contribute to a clear view of things and a
perceptive discernment.

A morality based on the virtues includes therefore a connect-
edness between reason, will, and sensitivity. It tends to effect the
dynamic unification of our faculties in the exercise of justice,
among other virtues. This work is achieved thanks to moral edu-
cation and to our gradual progress through actual experience.
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II. VIRTUE AND CONCRETE MORAL JUDGMENT

Let us return to the objection made against a morality based
on the virtues, namely, that it remains on a general plane with-
out indicating concrete norms or precise determinations for
judging cases of conscience. For example, to be just, chaste,
charitable, or temperate are universal precepts. They do not
define which actions are just or unjust, chaste or impure, chari-
table or not. Thus a moral system based on the virtues remains
on a general and abstract level. It cannot resolve the chief ethi-
cal problem, which is to move from the universal to the particu-
lar, from the general to the concrete in moral judgment.

I hold exactly the opposite position. Only a morality based on
the virtues can truly assure a connection between the universal-
ity of principles and the particularity of human action.

In order to understand this, we need to rediscover the mean-
ing of virtue. Virtue cannot be reduced to a simple idea or propo-
sition, however precise. It is a specific reality and is only revealed
in the experience of action and life.

A) Vivtue is formed by repetition of interior actions and through
experience

What then is the experience in which virtue manifests itself or
exercises its ability to relate the universal to the particular?

Let us consider virtue at its origin. It is commonly taught that
virtue is acquired through the repetition of actions. This is true,
but has to be understood correctly. Repetition of the same material
actions engenders, certainly, a habit—a kind of psychological
mechanism that inclines us to repeat the same actions, smoking or
drinking for example. But this is not virtue. Virtue is much more
than a habit." It is formed by the repetition of interior actions
that insure excellence and progress in performance. For example,
we exercise ourselves in overcoming our laziness or timidity, in
controlling our impulses, or in practicing justice, generosity, or
patience. Virtue is formed in us by the repetition of personal

" See my book Le Renouveau de la Movale chrétienne (Paris, 1978), especially the
chapter entitled “La vertue est tout autre chose qu’une habitude,” pp. 144-64.
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actions, by a series of successful efforts that enable us to keep
improving. Virtue is properly called a kabitus, to use the classi-
cal term which has unfortunately been lost in our modern lan-
guages. Whatever the out-modedness of the word, it is through
such active experiences that we learn what virtue really is.

B) Prudential discernment and knowledge attained through con-
naturality

In the formation of virtue prudence plays a major role
through the discernment and decision that are its functions.”
Thanks to the repeated experience of acting appropriately and
well in a given area such as justice or temperance, we learn to
relate the universal to the particular as we discern what is most
fitting and profitable in the various circumstances that arise.
This is how an artisan learns his trade, training himself by
applying the rules, how an artist perfects himself in his art and
makes progress, profiting even by his mistakes. In this work
where we encounter reality, both interior and external, we develop a
kind of knowledge that is proper to virtue, a knowledge attained
through connaturality: a rapid, sure, penetrating, and intuitive
ability to judge. We see things at a glance, as skilled and experi-
enced workers do. This kind of knowledge is accompanied by
inspiration, which favors invention and creativity.

Thus it is by the repeated experience of good actions that we
acquire the art of applying rules and laws in the moral order.
Experience is all the more necessary here since prudence is dis-
tinguished from the other intellectual virtues in that it not only
gives us the ability to act, but also causes us to act effectively.
This is its essential activity: the decision to act, which leads to
action and gives experience. All the virtues are engendered in
this ambiance and develop under the aegis of prudence.

" We also need to rediscover prudence. It is not simply the virtue of being cautious.
True prudence is enterprising. It is exercised in active discernment and practical decision.
It joins practical judgment to the determination that leads to action (the “precept” or
“command” of Saint Thomas). Only he is prudent who acts effectively, at the right time
and in the best way.
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I shall illustrate this teaching with a few texts from St.
Thomas. He did not hesitate to adopt Aristotle’s affirmation that
“the virtuous man himself sets the measure and standard for
human acts.” He explains this by the connaturality and inclina-
tion to the good that the moral virtues develop in us, prudence
for example, in combination with the other moral virtues, par-
ticularly chastity, according to the classic example. This would
be most especially the case with charity, which conforms us to
divine realities and renders us capable of judging them in the
light of the gift of wisdom." Here are two passages dealing with
this subject:

Since having a formed judgment characterizes the wise person, so there
are two kinds of wisdom according to the two ways of passing judg-
ment. This may be arrived at through inclination, as when a person
who possesses the habit of a virtue rightly commits himself to what
should be done in consonance with it, because he is already in sympa-
thy with it; hence Aristotle remarks that the virtuous man himself sets
the measure and standard for human acts [Ethics, Bk. X].
Alternatively, the judgment may be arrived at through a cognitive
process, as when a person soundly instructed in moral science can
appreciate the activity of virtues he does not himself possess. (ST% I, q.
1,a.6,ad 3)

As by the habits of natural understanding and science, a man is rightly
disposed with regard to general truths, so, in order that he be rightly
disposed with regard to the particular principles of action, namely,
their ends, he needs to be perfected by certain habits, whereby it
becomes, as it were, connatural to him to judge rightly about an end.
The virtuous man judges rightly of the end of virtue, because, as
Aristotle says in Ethics III, “as a man is, so does the end seem to him.”
(STh 111, q. 58, a. 5)

Let us simply note that these maxims of Aristotle, “The virtu-
ous man himself sets the measure and standard for human acts”
and “As a man is, so does the end seem to him,” would lead to
pure subjectivism if we applied them to a morality of obligation,
in which morality is imposed from without, by law, upon an
indifferent will. The maxims presuppose the interior rule of

B STh -1, q. 45, a. 2.
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virtue, itself rooted in man’s natural inclination to the true and
good. In a moral system based on the virtues, law will intervene
in relation to this interior morality, acting as a tutor.

C) The need for right experience

Thanks to the experience acquired at the level of intelligence
and action, knowledge of morality, itself universal like the laws
or norms it studies, can reach its full development through the
virtue of prudence, which is personal, and can be transformed
into an active, experiential knowledge. Through virtue a kind of
reciprocity is established between science and prudence, thought
and action, reflection and experience.

In a morality based on the virtues, the ethicist cannot remain
at a distance from his object, nor can he maintain a kind of neu-
tral attitude toward good and evil. His personal commitment to
the good and the true is needed, lest he be lacking in the experi-
ence indispensable for the perception of profound ethical reali-
ties. This is why Aristotle insisted on the need for experience
before a man could study morality, and therefore thought it ill-
suited to the young. We could also maintain that an experience
of the life of faith is indispensable for a proper treatment of
moral theology. Faith constitutes a richer source of knowledge
than any book. Actually, it is at the heart of such experience that
practical wisdom is formed in us. The experience of faith is like
a source of light that clarifies and directs the virtues in the con-
crete, ordering them to their end.

D) The gap between science and experience in moral systems
based on actions and norms

In a moral system based on actions and norms, the situation
is not the same. The universal, which is operative on the side of
law, is in a permanent state of tension with the singularity of
actions that operate in freedom. In the framework of this concept
of morality, the problem of moving from the universal to the par-
ticular can only persist and in fact remain insoluble, since the
tension between law and freedom is irreducible. Experience can-
not play its unifying role here. Actually it is viewed as a kind of
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subjective datum that cannot be universalized as the norms
require. It is also viewed as indifferent in itself, like the acts it
leads to, and can acquire moral significance only through the
intervention of law. We are not dealing here with an experience
of right action in accord with virtue, but with the experience of
an action that is blurred as to its moral quality, or is pre-moral,
so to say.

In such a system, knowledge and experience can remain com-
pletely separated. The knowledge one acquires through study is
one thing; moral experience, a personal matter, is something else
again. It is not necessary to be an honest man in order to be a
competent ethicist, any more than one needs to have faith and
live by it in order to study moral theology. It even seems that the
rational exigencies of knowledge demand that the ethicist distin-
guish clearly between his study and his personal belief or devo-
tion. He may even consider this separation as a necessary form
of asceticism that will guarantee the objectivity and universality
of his research. This way of seeing things has certainly played an
important role in recent debates over the existence of a Christian
morality. One cannot understand the latter without a certain
experience of faith joined to moral reflection.

Another effect of this separation will be the impoverishment
of morality. Obliged to disregard experience, this science is
deprived of knowledge attained through connaturality. It
becomes dry and abstract in thought and language, even when it
discourses on the importance of the concrete and of experience in
morality.

CONCLUSION: THE NEED FOR VARIED TERMINOLOGY IN
VIRTUE-BASED MORALITY

We shall conclude these reflections by touching on a difficulty
encountered in a morality based on the virtues: the problem of
terminology. A virtue-oriented morality requires a richer and
more varied vocabulary than does one based on acts and norms,
precisely because of its link with experience.

In order to reach a scientific level, every moral system tends
to create for itself a universal language which cannot help
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including a certain amount of technical and abstract terminology.
We can take St. Thomas’s work as an example. It offers us a
model of theological language that has reached a high degree of
perfection, now become classical. But if it is true that experience
is essential to virtue, we cannot really understand the moral
teaching of the Angelic Doctor without relating it to experience.
In the light provided by personal experience this teaching, which
at first appears abstract and impersonal, comes to life and
reveals its power, precision, and capacity for disposing and
directing concrete action.

If it is to be fruitful, the reading of St. Thomas’s works on
moral theology therefore calls for contact with experience. Vet
even then, in my opinion, it cannot be totally fruitful unless com-
plemented by the reading of authors who use a language more
directly associated with experience, such as the great spiritual
writers. Among the Angelic Doctor’s own sources, I would men-
tion St. Augustine, St. Gregory the Great, Denis the Areopagite,
Cassian, and St. John Chrysostom, without overlooking their
common and higher source, the Word of God in the sapiential
books and in the moral catechesis of the New Testament, particu-
larly the Lord’s Sermon on the Mount. Obviously we should add
to this list modern authors who help to make the Gospel teach-
ing clear to our age.

A virtue-based morality calls for various types of terminology.
Narration and examples are also necessary, as well as a broad,
well-ordered synthesis. St. Augustine, for example, is more
expressive and personal but less precise than St. Thomas, who
excels in definitions and analyses but is less rich in images and
examples. So it seems to me that no single author can utilize all
genres with equal expertise. Does this not show that we can only
attain to an understanding of moral and spiritual reality through
collaboration and communion?

It will even be true to say that a virtue-based morality, how-
ever precise and perfect, will always remain incomplete. Its real
function surely is to open our minds and hearts to the mystery of
man and God, so that our actions may participate in the
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“unsearchable riches of Christ” in his mystery (Eph 3:8). No phi-
losophy, no theology can fill such a role. Only the Holy Spirit
possesses the power of the Word who reveals the truth to us inte-
riorly and gives the grace that transforms our hearts and
actions.
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Thou lovest all the things that are, and abhorrest nothing which thou hast
made: for never wouldest thou have made any thing, if thou hadst hated it. And
how could any thing have endured, if it had not been thy will? or been pre-
served, if not called by thee? But thou sparest all: for they are thine, O Lord,
thou lover of souls.

Wisdom 11:24-26

He is not far from every one of us; for in Him we live, and move, and have our
being.
Acts 17:27-28

T HAS long been traditional to regard God as upholding all
things in existence. This belief is known as the doctrine of
continuous creation; it is a doctrine widely shared by Jews,
Christians, and Moslems, and was first clearly articulated by St.
Augustine.! The phrase “continuous creation” can be misleading,
for there is more to the doctrine than simply the extension of
God’s creative act through time. If that were all that is at stake,
we would not need to revise our ordinary notion of the creator as
craftsman or artist; we might think of God as like a painter who

! Augustine, De Genesi ad Litteram iv.12. The history of the development of this doc-
trine has yet to be written, but important sources include Timaeus 41ab; Philo of
Alexandria, De Providentia i.7; Colossians 1:17, Hebrews 1:3; John of Damascus, De
Fide Orthodozxa i.3; Aquinas, Summa theologiae 1, q. 104, a. 1. See also David Winston,
Philo of Alexandria (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), 14-17; G. L. Prestige, God in
Patristic Thought (London: S.P.C.K., 1964), 31-36; Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation, and
the Continuum (Ithaca: Cornell, 1983), 303-304.
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never stops adding new scenes, or a writer continually elaborat-
ing his story. That picture will not do. If the painter were to cease
painting, what he has made up to that point would remain in
existence, whereas it is precisely the ability to stand on its own
that the doctrine of continuous creation seeks to deny of what is
made. Nor does anything in the relation of artisan to artifact
properly convey the special intimacy and presence that the act of
continuous creation is supposed to establish between God and
creatures. A painting or a story does not “live and move and have
its being” in the one who fashions it—nor would even a living
and thinking creature, if the manner of its making were solely
that of an artisan.

These shortcomings raise the question of whether we should
seek to replace the image of artisan and artifact with one that is
more dynamic. We might think of God as like a singer and of
what is made as His song, or of God as like a dancer and of what
is made as His dance. By envisioning the act of creation as a
“doing” rather than a “making,” analogies of this type more ade-
quately indicate the continuing ontological dependence of creation
on Creator. They also draw our attention to a mode of presence
radically different from that of one body to another, the presence
of an agent “within” his own actions. They may thus bring us
closer to what St. Paul presumably has in mind in the passage
quoted from Acts. On the other hand, they have faults of their
own, for they are hard to reconcile with creaturely freedom and
the reality of secondary causation. How could any kind of
“doing” act contrary to the will of its doer? Indeed, how could it
act at all? Actions are not causal agents; a song does not act in its
own right, but is at best an instrument of the one who sings it. So
it would seem that, taken to their logical conclusion, analogies
such as that of the singer and his song lead to the denial of both
creatures’ freedom and their causal efficacy. There have been
thinkers in each of the religious traditions mentioned who have
been willing to accept these consequences, but in the Christian
tradition, at least, they form a distinct minority.

Both sets of images share the additional fault of depicting the
act of creation as one that takes place within time. Properly
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speaking, on the traditional conception time itself is a creature,
and so cannot be the framework within which creation takes
‘place. Many today are skeptical that this traditional notion of an
eternal God who creates time can be rendered coherent. Surely
one source of such doubts is just the fact that the traditional
images of creation fail entirely to illuminate what the creation of
time could be like.

Yet despite all of these qualms, it must be insisted that the fact
that an adequate analogy cannot be found to illustrate a doctrine
is no reason why the doctrine should be rejected. Certainly if
there is any relation for which we should expect to be unable to
find a fully adequate analogy, it is that of the Creator to His creation.
The advantage of examining the analogies critically is that it
makes clear the issues that must be faced by any attempt to spell
out more prosaically the nature of creatures’ continuing depen-
dence on God. On the short list of topics are existence, action,
presence, causal agency, and time (and that is the short list!).
Fortunately, ambition has its rewards: if an argument can be
found that truly does illuminate this fundamental question, then
many other areas of philosophy and theology may be expected to
profit as a result.

David Braine’s The Reality of Time and the Existence of God*
is an attempt to develop such an argument. Indeed, it is even
more ambitious than I have so far indicated, for it seeks to use
the insight that continuance in existence requires a cause to
demonstrate that God exists. In order to bear such weight this
insight must be more than just a received doctrine or an intuition
widely shared among believers; it must be demonstrable from
premises that non-theists may reasonably be expected to hold.
The bulk of the book is accordingly an attempt to demonstrate
that continuance in existence requires a cause and that this cause
possesses the traditional attributes of deity. Since the notion that
creatures depend on God for their continued existence is built
into the conception of deity from the outset, answers to the ques-
tions we have raised about God’s presence in the world and

? Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988. Page references in the text are to this work.
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about His relation to time, causal agency, and creaturely exis-
tence emerge naturally within the course of the argument.

Braine’s work has received little attention since its publica-
tion in 1988.° This is unfortunate, but a little time spent with the
book quickly reveals why. The book is dreadfully obscure, both
in detail and in overall structure. My aim in this essay is there-
fore mainly expository. I shall seek to summarize Braine’s argu-
ment, recasting the order found in the book into one that seems
to me to better display the structure of the argument as a whole,
while retaining enough detail to enable the reader to make a fair
assessment of the argument’s worth. I have offered some criti-
cisms here and there, but they are incidental to the main train of
thought. In a few places where Braine’s text is most obscure, I
have also had to fill in what I take to be the logical connections
intended (for an example, see the end of Section 4 below). I have
tried to do this in a way that is consistent with his evident inten-
tions, but serious students of the argument will naturally wish to
consult the original and draw their own conclusions.

Let me say just a word about my own opinion of Braine’s
work. I am not personally convinced of the cogency of his argu-
ment; neither am I convinced that it could not be made to work
(as well as any such argument may be said to “work”), given
some additional attention at certain key points. These issues are
important, and I hope that the present essay will make it easier
for competent scholars to address them. But even supposing that
one or another step in Braine’s long chain of reasoning is found
to be faulty, I believe that great value may remain in the whole.
He addresses creatively and forcefully some of the most difficult
issues in philosophical theology—the nature of God’s presence in
the world, the reality of secondary causation, and the compati-
bility of an eternal God with a temporal creation. What he says

* Philosopher’s Index reveals only several short reviews, all of them favorable—e.g.,
David Burrell in Faith and Philosophy 7 (1990): 361-64; W. N. Clarke in International
Philosophical Quarterly 30 (1990): 109-11; Eleanore Stump in Philosophical Review 100
(1991): 657-60.

* I do not wish this judgment to sound harsh; Braine mentions that he labors under
physical disabilities and had to produce the book “by dictation and instruction as to the
handling of papers” (vii), and that no doubt accounts for much of its infelicity.
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on these topics deserves a hearing, and may contain valuable
insights even apart from the particular strategy he employs to
give it justification,

) 1. A CRITERION OF EXISTENCE

Like so many arguments in philosophy, Braine’s is based upon
a recognition of certain types of entity as primarily and distinc-
tively real. Any such position will be doubly controversial: first,
in the ontology that is advocated; and second in the criterion or
argument-type that is used to justify that ontology. Quine’s dic-
tum that “to be is to be the value of a bound variable” is only one
of a number of competing views as to what considerations ought
to govern ontological commitment. Braine is aware of this and so
devotes considerable effort to justifying his methodology before
moving on to the advocacy of a particular ontology.

His first thesis is that the term “exists” as used in ontology has
a meaning distinct from, and prior to, that of the existential
quantifier in logic. This may seem like an odd mark at which to
concentrate one’s fire, but it will prove crucial to Braine’s rejec-
tion of the Quinean approach and of several others that are cur-
rently popular. He gives three arguments in support of this thesis.
The first appeals to the common-sense view that there is a dis-
tinction between expressing and presupposing existence.®* The
two statements “There are tame tigers” and “Some tigers are
tame,” for example, although possessing the same truth condi-
tions, seem to differ in that the latter presupposes the existence
of tigers. If the only significant meaning of “exists” is that
expressed by the quantifier, then despite this appearance both
statements are to be translated as “there exists an x such that x is
a tiger and x is tame.” This procedure obscures an important dif-
ference in meaning. More importantly, it involves the funda-
mental absurdity of attempting to quantify over the unspecified
domain of “all things.” The impossibility of taking “all things” as
a domain of discourse has been established by a variety of logi-
cal and semantic paradoxes (92-93, cf. 73-74). In consequence we

* A presupposition is a statement whose truth belongs to the truth-condition both of the
statement presupposing it and of that statement’s negation (101-02).
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must recognize that the distinction between expressing and pre-
supposing existence is a real one, and that although the existen-
tial quantifier may be used to express existence, such use always
presupposes the existence of a determinate non-empty domain
over which the quantification takes place.

The second argument is that the restriction of “exists” to what
is expressed by the quantifier leads to the treatment of existential
statements as if they were tenseless—as if “there is” were prop-
erly taken to mean “there is, was, or will be.” This in turn
involves an implicit denial of the reality of time. A universal
assertion, for example, is on this view equivalent to an infinite
conjunction in which some of the conjuncts pertain to future
individuals. Such a statement must then be conceived as if made
from a “God’s eye” point of view, so that the distinction between
the possible and the actual becomes a matter merely of causal or
epistemic relation to the inquirer (94-95). What is needed is a
recognition of a type of existence that is internally tensed; this is
a subject to which we will return in Section 7 below.

Finally, Braine argues that singular statements of the form “a
is F” are conceptually prior to quantified statements of any type,
whether existential or universal. (The notion of conceptual pri-
ority is a tricky one; Braine remarks that it “is not a matter simply
of the conditions of learning but of internal and contempora-
neous conditions intrinsic to understanding as such” [98].)
Furthermore, singular statements themselves presuppose the
existence of their subjects. The upshot is that every use of a
quantifier presupposes not only the existence of the relevant
domain but also that of the individual members of that domain,
and that this meaning of “exists” is conceptually prior to that
indicated by the quantifier.

There is a distinction, then, between what Braine calls “logi-
cal existence” and “metaphysical” or “real” existence, and the lat-
ter has priority. By what criterion shall we identify the subjects
of real existence? The Quinean approach is to search for inter-
theoretic reductions such that talk about one class of entity (sets,
for example) can be eliminated in favor of talk about another
class (individuals), and so only the latter declared real. Braine’s
objection to this is based on the distinction of meaning just
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drawn. “If I deny that a class has any metaphysical reality over
and above the reality of its members, I do not seem to mean that
talk of classes is dispensable, but to be using the expression
‘metaphysical reality’ in some sense not belonging either to logic
or to epistemology” (106). He maintains that the history of phi-
losophy bears this out. Berkeley, for example, did not feel it nec-
essary to give a full reduction of matter-talk to idea-talk in order
to launch his idealist ontology, nor did any but the most naive of
his critics think that his failure to do so was an important objec-
tion to his system.

A few other possible criteria are discussed more briefly. One is
that of possessing spatio-temporal location. This seems to beg
the question in favor of materialism; it also runs afoul of the
same objection as the reductionist criterion, that in saying that
something “really exists” one does not simply mean that it is spa-
tially and temporally locatable (107). Many philosophers relax
the criterion to require only temporality. Braine thinks there is
something right about this approach, for temporality and exis-
tence are closely linked. But at this point in the argument we
have no account of what time is or why it should possess such
significance. It is at least plausible that the reality of time is
derivative from that of temporal entities, rather than vice versa
(107). A third alternative would be to take a broadly idealist line
and emphasize appearing in a determinative and coherent fash-
ion to more than one subject. This is too narrow in begging the
question against the reality of private visions, and too broad in
seeming to admit as real the objects of mass hallucination (118-
119, cf. 209).

These brief remarks are scarcely a definitive refutation of any
of the alternatives mentioned, but they serve to indicate the
scope of the question and some reasons for dissatisfaction with
current answers. Braine rests the main weight of his argument
on his own constructive account. This begins with an emphasis
on the centrality of understanding to our judgments of what is
real: we must recognize as real that which we find we must posit
in understanding the world around us. That we do achieve real
understanding, and not merely elaborate redescription at higher
and higher levels of generality, he thinks has been adequately
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shown by the downfall of positivism. It is important that, con-
trary to positivist accounts of induction, we do not accord high
probability to extrapolations from observed instances unless
there is some background of belief that renders the extrapolation
reasonable. We must be convinced that the observed correlation
is consequent upon something in the nature of the things
involved; otherwise we regard it as a mere coincidence or anom-
aly (66). The natural complement of a positivist account of
induction is the Deductive-Nomological model of explanation, in
which particular events and less general laws are explained by
derivation from more general laws. Against such an account,
Braine observes that derivation is never in itself explanatory. To
recognize it as such we must also believe that the more general
law is expressive of the nature of the things involved in a way
that the explanandum was not previously known to be (65-66).

So the distinctive feature of real explanation, as opposed to
mere redescription, is that of connecting in an appropriate way
with the nature of the items involved. Even a cursory examina-
tion of successful explanations shows that a “nature” as it is con-
ceived here includes both active and passive elements, the ability
to act as well as the ability to be acted upon. This suggests three
possibilities. The distinctive mark of the real is either the ability
to act, the ability to be acted upon, or both.® Clearly, in the expla-
nations themselves there is a certain priority granted to that
which acts. Citing the element that acts and explaining its rele-
vance to the situation constitutes “the” explanation proper, the
gain made in understanding beyond mere awareness of the
explanandum. In those rare instances where we can conceive of
changes as not due to any causal agency at all—for example,
changes in intentional objects presented to the visual field dur-
ing a dream or hallucination—the mere fact of undergoing
change does not carry with it any suggestion of substantiality
(120). For these reasons, it seems that the appropriate criterion is
causal efficacy. “Only the real in so far as it is real can cause any-
thing in its own right, i.e. by the exercise of its nature in an
appropriate context” (118).

¢ Compare Sophist 247de.
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Thus we arrive at a criterion to be used in judging whether
something is “metaphysically” real. This criterion will play a key
role in the argument to follow.

2. SUBSTANCE AND ACTUALITY

Adoption of the causal criterion means that we must recognize
as real those entities whose existence is required by our causal
explanations. Such explanations are generally couched in terms
of substances and their operations, where a “substance” is simply
a bearer of active causal powers. Barring objections, then, the
causal criterion gives support to a substance ontology. There has
been much controversy in the past over whether the appropriate
substances to recognize are the middle-sized objects of ordinary
experience or the micro-entities of physics. Braine denies that a
choice need be made. Granted, there is a distinction between
accidental unities, the explanation of whose nature and behavior
is in principle reducible to that of their parts, and natural unities,
for which the appropriate explanation is not thus reducible (119-
121). This distinction would be significant given a reductionist
criterion of ontological commitment, under which eliminability
of reference carries with it elimination from the furniture of the
world. Since we have rejected this criterion, however, we are free
to maintain that both the fundamental particles of physics
(natural unities by definition) and middle-sized objects (which
may or may not be natural unities) are equally substances and
equally real.

The greatest threat to substance ontology is posed by analyses
of the causal relation that do away with bearers of causal pow-
ers. Such a threat may come from two directions. It is sometimes
thought that physics supports an ontology of space-time and
fields in which “bearers” need play no significant role. Braine
denies this on two grounds: first, because the concept of field is
intelligible only given the existence of objects that are either the
bearers of the field or objects of its action, or both; second,
because talk of space similarly presupposes the existence of
objects locatable in space, and locatable precisely in virtue of
being able to act or be acted upon (55-56, 69). This is not to deny
that fields may make up part of the “furniture of the world” in
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addition to substances, but only that substances themselves are
dispensable.

Empiricist philosophers, on the other hand, have argued that
the causal relation is to be analyzed in terms of events or states
of affairs rather than causal agents. Again a distinction must be
drawn between the question of whether such entities have a
place in ontology—which they do, as we shall see—and the ques-
tion of whether recognizing this place furnishes grounds for dis-
pensing with substance. Braine gives two reasons why it does
not. One is that events cannot stand as causal relata, for since
time is continuous (as must be supposed to avoid Zeno’s para-
doxes) no two events can ever be exactly temporally contiguous
(77, 135).” The second reason returns to considerations of con-
ceptual priority. We can refer to or describe events or states of
affairs only by nominalizing reporting-statements that presup-
pose the existence of objects—thus, for example, “Smith’s car
collided with the wall” becomes “the collision between Smith’s
car and the wall.” In itself this might be thought to indicate
something about priority in the order of human knowledge
rather than priority in reality. The problem, however, is not one
limited to individual events or states of affairs, but to the nature
of these entities as a class; what events or states of affairs are
simply cannot be made intelligible without presupposing the
existence of substance (114-15). A skeptic might still be inclined
to ask why considerations of intelligibility should play such a
decisive role in ontology. The final answer to this question must
await Section 5, when we discuss Kantian objections to Braine’s
project; for now we remind the skeptic of the premise advanced
in Section 1, that the real is that which makes the world intelligible.

Just as the causal criterion leads us to recognize the real exis-
tence of substances, so also it leads us to recognize that of events,
actions, and states of affairs (or situations). As Braine notes, “no
primary substance acts without an ‘act’ or ‘activity,” and the

? It will be noted that this argument presupposes that causation of one event by another
cannot occur across a temporal gap; so far as I can tell, this is an assumption that Braine
does not attempt to justify.
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mere possession of a nature by a substance or merely a situation
involving substances is not enough” (155). Events, actions, and
states of affairs he groups together under the rubric “actualities.”
Like Aristotle, he denies that any single definition of “actuality”
can be given; the best we can do is illustrate the concept by
examples, drawing out the systematic interconnections among
types of actuality that justify grouping them together under a
single term (218-19).® Actualities differ from substances in that
they fail to be spatio-temporally discrete in a way that would
allow them to be counted or grouped under class-concepts (152).
They also come in varying degrees of “positiveness,” as can be
inferred from Aristotle’s distinction between first potency, sec-
ond potency or first act, and second act.’ The existence of an
instance of each higher rung on this ladder presupposes and
incorporates that of an appropriate instance of the rung below.
Significantly, the existence of the prior potentiality is presup-
posed not only gua potentiality, but also gua actuality—for if it
were not actual it could not enable the higher degree of actuality
to be actual (152-53). So even Aristotelian first potency must be
recognized as an actuality, albeit in a lesser sense (a lesser degree
of “positiveness”) than second potency or second act.

Braine thus accepts the Aristotelian thesis that actuality is
prior in definition to potency, but by identifying first potency as
actuality he gives this thesis an unaristotelian twist. Potencies
are not only expressed by and defined in terms of actualities;
they are also grounded in actualities, as the condition of the pos-
sibility of their existence. And these prior actualities are not
themselves expressions of some potentiality in a way that would
force analysis in terms of act and potency to cycle forever back-
ward. Analysis comes to an end, and it does so at actuality. “We
do not think of an animal’s existence as being in the relevant
sense an actuality in virtue of its being a realization of some prior
potentiality, e.g. Aristotelian matter, but in virtue of its being in

8 Compare Metaphysics ix.6.

° The stock example of this distinction is that a man is a knower in one sense when he
is of the right type to be able to learn (first potency); a knower in a second sense when he
actually possesses knowledge (second potency or first act); a knower in a third sense when
he is actually exercising his knowledge. See De Anima ii.1 and ii.5, Physics viii4.
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some way positive or ‘actual’ in itself” (153). This confirms the
lesson of the conceptual-priority arguments given earlier, that
the real existence of substances is what “gives positive character
to actualities.” If we are to recognize actualities at all, then the
real existence of substances must be among them (155).

The identification of the existence of substances as an actual-
ity will be important at a later stage in the argument, when we
attempt to specify the difference between created and uncreated
being (Section 6). For now it underscores that substance and
actuality are distinct ontological categories, neither of which can
be reduced to the other, however closely they are intertwined.
Both substance and actuality “exist,” yet in saying this we use the
term “exists” in different senses. As Aristotle maintained, the
existence of actuality is focally related to that of substance
(82n).* Expanding upon this metaphor, Braine suggests that we
envision substances as focuses within the ordered structure of
actualities.

Within the structure of non-discrete actualities, there are focuses,
namely primary substances, which have reality but are not themselves
actualities because picked out by proper logical subject or object-
denoting expressions, not signified only by propositional expressions as
is the case with actualities. The peculiarity of statements of the exis-
tence of substances is that they identify these focuses. What they state
qua fact is a structural aspect of actuality, rather than an extra element
in actuality. (156)

With this ontology in hand, we can turn to consider the more
directly theological aspects of Braine’s argument.

3. THE REALITY OF TIME

A crucial premise of Braine’s argument is the reality of time.
What does it mean to say that time is real, and how does Braine
attempt to argue that it is?

First, what it does not mean: it does not mean that time is
something with positive existence of its own, “real” in the sense
in which we have so far been using the term. Braine rejects a

' Metaphysics iv.2.
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substantival view of time for two reasons—on the grounds that
it is inconsistent with the Special Theory of Relativity, and
because time is conceptually posterior to substance (42, 115). His
own view is that “time is something co-constituted, or, if there is
such a thing as creation, concreated with the system of things in
time: time exists by the very act of the existing of things whose
nature is temporal” (42). In a sense time is real precisely by not
being real, by not existing complete and as an entity in its own
right; for only on such a view can it exist as that which we nor-
mally take it to be, an open-ended succession in which the future
is simply “not yet.” It is this present non-existence of the future
that figures crucially in Braine’s argument. “The very point of
insisting on the reality of time lies in maintaining in clear view
the present non-existence, non-establishedness, and non-
fixedness of the future” (31).

Braine elaborates his view by contrast with two important
rivals. One is the idealism of McTaggart. McTaggart famously
argued for the unreality of time based on the conceptual priority
of what he called the A-series (events ordered as past, present,
and future) to the B-series (events ordered as earlier and later).
Against McTaggart, Braine holds that even the ordering of the
A-series does not turn on contrasts in modes of experience or
knowledge, but on “the stage presently reached in the unfolding
of a causal or dramatic history” (44). Another very different way
of denying the reality of time is by taking time to be a quasi-
spatial fourth dimension, as do many philosophers inspired by
relativity theory. On such a view the future tenselessly exists and
is in an important sense already fixed at the present. Braine
counters this view by appeal to a number of arguments
advanced by Peter Geach." The most important of these are:
first, that simultaneity is a transcendental concept governed by
laws of logic, rather than an empirical relation like neighborhood
in space; second, that temporal conjunctions (“when,” “while,”
and the like) function in ways more similar to logical connectives
than to spatial conjunctions (35-36, 39, 43).

"' Peter Geach, “Some Problems About Time,” in Logic Matters (London: Basil
Blackwell, 1972), 302-18.
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As was the case in Section 1, these negative arguments pro-
vide an overview of the terrain of debate and establish a pre-
sumption against some important rivals. Braine’s positive case
for the reality of time is based on causal realism. His discussion
at this point is rather unclear, but he seems to give three separate
arguments:

i) Temporal relations are simply that in virtue of which causal relations
are possible (41). This is a view supported by modern science and par-
ticularly by relativity theory, which treats only what is past from the
standpoint of all observers at a given place and time, regardless of
velocity, as relevant to the explanation of what occurs there (60). Since
causal relations are real, temporal relations must also be real.

ii) Any exercise of active power requires that the agent exercising that
power persist through some period of time, and further that the effect
be identifiable at some later time (56). Hence there must be temporal
relations.

iii) Causal agency, if it is to be real, cannot be merely the working out
in our experience of something that in itself already atemporally exists
(40, 47). So time is real. .

It will be noted that the first two of these arguments arrive only
at the conclusion that temporal relations are real. They are thus
effective against an idealist position such as McTaggart’s, but
not against the theories of substantival time or space-like time,
both of which acknowledge the reality of temporal relations. The
third argument goes further and does seem to establish that time
is real, as Braine means that claim to be taken.

If the future history of an entity is not somehow already there,
waiting to be unfolded, then presumably it needs a cause in order
to come about. This is true quite irrespective of the entity’s quali-
tative stability or alteration; even if the entity undergoes no
change at all, its mere continuance is not “given” within its pre-
sent existence, and so needs a cause. What could that cause be?
Evidently not other temporal entities. Quite apart from the dan-
ger of infinite regress, it simply is not the case that temporal enti-
ties are related to one another in this way. Neither any one nor
any set of the entities around me causes me to continue in exis-
tence from moment to moment. (Among other puzzles such a
view would create is that of specifying whick one or set this
might be.) What about the entity itself? Surely it is simply natural
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to a thing to continue in existence from moment to moment
unless something else disturbs it. Even then, science tells us,
there is no true annihilation, but only a change in the form of
matter-energy, so that at the most fundamental level it is simply
the nature of the stuff of the universe to continue in existence.
Braine replies:

The continuance of the very stuff of the Universe, the fact that it goes
on existing, is not self-explanatory. It is incoherent to say that the very
stuff of the universe continues to exist by its very nature since it has to
continue to exist in order for this nature to exist or to be operative.
Hence, nature presupposes existence.

If we say that something happens according to nature we generally
have in mind that it happens in the way that it regularly does. But thus
ascribing things to nature explains nothing, since it leaves the question
why things regularly behave as they do and, in the example here con-
cerned, why they regularly and reliably continue to exist quite unex-
plained, so that one has emptied the notion of nature of all explanatory
significance. (10)

There are here two arguments. The first is that even on a strong
(e.g., Aristotelian) construal of “nature,” it makes no sense to say
that the nature of a thing explains its continuance in existence
from one moment to the next, for the thing has to exist in order
for the nature to operate. The obvious reply is that the causal
relation spans more than a single moment: nature at time t causes
existence at time t + At. Surely that is what the objector really
has in mind. Now to posit such trans-temporal causation may
create a difficulty, but if it does then the onus is upon Braine to
explain why. In lieu of such an explanation, this argument
appears rather suspect.” The second argument is more straight-
forward. Grant that the objector’s causal schema is coherent;
what explanation of continuance in existence does it offer?
“Nature” cannot really bear in such an explanation any strong
sense, for we have no theoretic background or context by which
to give it meaning. When we say that it is the nature of water to
freeze, for example, we do not mean merely that water always
freezes; we can appeal to a theory of water’s molecular structure
and various physical laws by which to cash out “nature” in more

"2 See also note 26 below.
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explicit terms. There is nothing analogous in the case of exis-
tence. When one says that it is the nature of things to keep exist-
ing, one merely means that they tend to keep existing. That is
scarcely explanatory. Perhaps more sophisticated attempts at a
naturalistic explanation of continuance in existence could be
given, but it seems likely that for similar reasons they will also
fail.®

So the naturalist is well-advised to give up claiming to be able
to explain continuance in existence. But there is a second and
stronger line of defense that he might wish to adopt. That is sim-
ply to deny that we need to search for a cause at all. As Hume
famously argued, not everything that might have been otherwise
necessarily requires a cause for the way that it is; we can imag-
ine any event as occurring without a cause, and so its occurrence
without a cause is at least in principle possible." Only empirical
evidence can answer the question whether a cause is to be sought
in a particular case. What form should such evidence take? It is
difficult to say in general, but important confirmatory signs
include the existence of other theories that have been successful
at explaining similar phenomena in the past, and the ability of
the proffered explanation to unify some otherwise disconnected
body of knowledge. The continuance of things in existence is so
utterly sui generis that in its case neither of these confirmatory
signs appears to be available.” Why then should we suppose that
it needs a cause? Perhaps continuance in existence is something
like what inertia was conceived to be in Newtonian physics, a
fact that must be taken as given in any rational approach to the
world.

This is an important objection and one that Braine takes quite
seriously. The next section recounts his answer.

1 Several such attempts are examined and refuted by Jonathan Kvanig and Hugh
McCann, “Divine Conservation and the Persistence of the World,” in Divine and Human
Action, ed. Thomas Morris (Ithaca: Cornell, 1988), 13-49. This essay is in many ways a
useful supplement to Braine’s work.

! David Hume, Preatise of Human Nature 1, iii, 13.

' If the postulated cause turns out to possess the attributes of deity, then one might
argue that it plays a unifying role relative to considerations brought to the fore by other
theistic arguments, such as the design argument. Braine does not examine this possibility.
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4. THE HUMEAN OBJECTION

One way of replying to the objection is to question the infer-
ence from conceivability to possibility. Conceivability taken as
imaginability proves very little, as philosophers have been pointing
out at least since Arnauld’s reply to Descartes. Taken as freedom
from logical or conceptual incoherence it does show possibility,
but then the problem becomes that to establish conceivability
requires a particular type of non-existence proof, a proof of the
non-existence of a source of incoherence. Such proofs are notoriously
hard to come by. “We have no way of proving the non-existence
of even logical impossibility within the field of natural arith-
metic, except for the proof from truth or actuality, let alone of
proving the non-existence of just any kind of conceptual impos-
sibility where more open fields are concerned” (229-30). In gen-
eral, judgments of possibility must be based on likeness to cases
of known actuality or other applications of the argument ab esse
ad posse (221). To appeal to the mere imaginability of a scenario,
as Hume so often does, is ineffectual and misleading."

The Humean will reply, rightly enough, that the burden of
proof is not on him to show that the continuance of things in
existence without a cause is a real possibility; it is on Braine to
show that this is not a real possibility. Braine, after all, is the one
who is attempting to establish something that goes beyond the
common ground conceded by both parties. Advocates of the cos-
mological argument have generally recognized the force of this
challenge and attempted to meet it by invoking some version of
the Principle of Sufficient Reason (PSR). If every state of affairs
requires a cause, as the PSR holds, then the continuance in exis-
tence of things without a cause is surely an impossibility.”

'® Braine here draws on William Kneale, Probability and Induction (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1949), 71-72, 77-89. Both Kneale and Braine overlook that conceiv-
ability (in the sense of imaginability) may be taken, not as a demonstrative proof of pos-
sibility, but merely as prima facie evidence of possibility which is to be accepted in the
absence of defeaters. See Stephen Yablo, “Is Conceivability a Guide to Possibility?”
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 53 (1993): 1-42.

7 More narrow (and more plausible) versions of the PSR might also suffice at this
point. See particularly the version labeled PsS by Robert Kane, “Principles of Reason,”
Erkenntnis 24 (1986): 115-36.
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Interestingly enough, Braine rejects the PSR. Since this is one of
the major differences between him and other advocates of the
cosmological argument, his reasons for doing so are worth exam-
ining carefully.

Consider the following question (257): Are general principles
to be accorded priority in understanding, such that no conclu-
sion can be drawn regarding one example from another without
first establishing the relevant general principle; or is priority to
be accorded to particular instances, general principles merely
serving to codify (with greater or lesser accuracy) an under-
standing that does not depend on them and can be possessed
without them? The former view is characteristic of the rational-
ist tradition and underlies the great weight placed in that tradi-
tion on the PSR. Braine argues that it is in error; true priority
resides in the understanding of the particular. One familiar
example is that a correct judgment of the rightness or wrongness
of an action can be made without any understanding of the gen-
eral principle of which this judgment is an instance. The same is
true in other areas of philosophy: the judgment that something
cannot be red and green at the same time, for instance, is intuitively
obvious, yet formulating a principle that would underwrite it
proves remarkably difficult (258). This is not to say that the
capacity to make particular judgments has no more universal
“root” or “ground,” but only that such a ground need not take the
form of the understanding of a law-like proposition. It may, for
example, take the form of “the appreciation of some perceptual
Gestalt or group of perceptual Gestalten” (259); that is presum-
ably what is operative in the color case. Such a root or ground,
whatever its type, does not first exist fully-formed and merely
await deployment. We start with the ability to make judgments
in a relatively small number of particular cases, and develop by
exercise the ability to make judgments in a larger range of
particular cases.

In the case of the concept of cause, our starting point is the
explanation of striking events.

We judge that the bridge was destroyed by a flood, not a bomb and not
an excessive load: there was a flood and some people observed the
bridge being swept away by it, and there was no bomb and no notable
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load. We judge that a person was knocked over by a falling rock, not
by a gang of attackers . . . . In these and suchlike ways we apply the
concept of ‘causal agent’ to floods, rocks, people, and so on. (263-64)

We never develop out of this primitive diversity any single uni-
vocal concept of cause. Instead, our applications of the concept
cluster into what seem to be four distinct causal modes. They are
distinct insofar as no one can be reduced to any of the others.
They can, however, be arranged in sequence so that each one
exhibits the distinctive features of that before it as well as new
features of its own. They jointly constitute what Ryle called a
polymorphous concept, or what the medievals called a case of
analogy of proportionality (72-75, 82n)."

What are these four modes? The first is brute physical causa-
tion—pushes and pulls and the like—and the others are the
action-types characteristic of Aristotelian nutritive, sensitive,
and rational soul. What distinguishes the causation characteris-
tic of nutritive soul from purely physical causation is its obedi-
ence to teleology. In the case of sensitive soul there is this as well
as some degree of knowledge and desire; in the case of rational
soul, the same but a heightened degree of knowledge and desire
that enables us to speak of choice (78, cf. 291-93). The dominant
tendency in the modern era has been to seek to reduce the latter
three modes of causation to the purely physical. Materialists
exhibit this tendency, of course, but so do dualists insofar as they
maintain that intentional action results from a sort of push or
pull of the will on the body—for that, in Braine’s view, is what
talk of volitions amounts to (78). Braine regards such dualism as
having been effectively refuted by Wittgenstein and Ryle. The
upshot of their criticisms is that we must recognize that inten-
tionality cannot be eliminated from explanations of human
behavior.

'8 See Gilbert Ryle, “Thinking and Language,” in his Collected Papers, vol. 2 (London:
Hutchinson, 1971), 258-71. For an explanation of the scholastic terminology used here see
William Alston, “Aquinas on Theological Predication” in Reasoned Faith, ed. Eleonore
Stump (Ithaca: Cornell, 1993), 145-78. Analogy of proportionality is distinct from analogy
of attribution, which is a relation of focal meaning like that identified in Section 2
between “exists” as applied to substance and actuality.
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[Intentional] action is a particular mode of causal agency, to which
intention is integral as a modal or adverbial aspect and in no way an
external previous cause. It is as absurd to regard intention as merely an
extrinsic cause of action as it would be to regard looking at a thing as
merely an extrinsic cause of seeing it: all seeing is a ‘seeing lookingly’,
and likewise all ‘fully human’ acting is an acting intentionally. (79)

The ineliminability of intentionality ensures that rational causa-
tion is irreducible to any other mode."”

Braine’s criticism of the Principle of Sufficient Reason is
based on this recognition that there are irreducibly distinct
modes of causation. The rationalists typically presumed that
metaphysical principles are like logical principles in applying
uniformly to all things. But since there are fundamental distinc-
tions among types of causation—as well as parallel distinctions
among types of being—no metaphysical principles that apply
univocally to all things are possible (199-201, 210-12). Instead we
must seek local principles to govern each distinctive realm. In
view of the priority of particulars for understanding, the appro-
priate procedure for doing this is the type of induction described
by Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics, what Kneale has called
“intuitive induction.”” This is the procedure of drawing out of
from the understanding of a particular case the principle that
implicitly grounds that understanding. Our understanding that a
given thing cannot be both red and green, for example, is
grounded in the principle that nothing can be two colors at once
(however this principle ought properly to be stated). We do not
need many instances of things that cannot be two colors at once
in order to arrive at this general conclusion. If we understand the
particular as such, in all its particularity, then we understand the
principle that it exemplifies.

Now consider again the Humean objection. Braine and the
Humean are in agreement that the judgment that a given phe-
nomenon needs a cause must be empirically grounded and can-
not be made a priori. They differ in that Braine thinks that in the

' Braine does not in this book give separate arguments for the irreducibility of the
other causal modes.
 Kneale, Probability and Induction, 30-37 (cited by Braine, 243).
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case of the continuance of things in existence such empirical
grounding can be found. How? Crucially, what is at issue is not
the continuance in existence of things of an indeterminate type,
but that of substances as possessors of causal powers (197-98). It
is true that we have no experience of an empirical object main-
taining some other real thing (as opposed, say, to a mental entity)
in existence. But another type of analogue is available—that of
the maintenance of a thing in existence with a heightened state
of causal power. This is something we witness routinely. When I
pick up a pen to write, I impart to it a power—that of expressing
my thoughts on paper—that it did not previously possess. The
power is derivative and for most purposes scarcely worth notic-
ing, but it is there nonetheless. When I put the pen down, it loses
this power. Now the gain experienced by the pen is assuredly
much less than that experienced by substances in continuing to
exist; in the former case the comparison is to some lesser mode of
being, in the latter to not existing at all. Yet we suppose that the
gain experienced by the pen requires a cause. Since the differ-
ence effected by the continuance of substances in existence is
similar, and indeed much greater, it too must require a cause
(197-202).

This reasoning fits the pattern of intuitive induction. By
examining a particular instance such as that of the pen we come
to the conclusion that a positive difference in the causal powers
of an object requires a cause. This is a local causal principle that
neither relies upon nor entails the PSR. Since the continuance of
substances in existence is the greatest such difference known to
us, a fortiori it too requires a cause.

5. THE KANTIAN OBJECTION

A second objection remains to be confronted, one that attacks
Braine’s argument at an even more fundamental level. The
Humean is willing to concede that experience might in principle
furnish grounds for believing that continuance in existence
requires a cause; what he denies is that it actually does so. A
more radical objection, of which Kant may be taken as the prog-
enitor, denies this possibility altogether. Kant maintained that
human concepts give no knowledge of things-in-themselves, and
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that causality, in particular, is a category imposed on the phe-
nomenal realm by the mind. Hence it cannot be extrapolated
beyond that realm to infer the existence of a being that tran-
scends the phenomenal. If Kant is right, then Braine’s entire
argument, beginning at Section 1, is an illegitimate attempt to
apply causal concepts outside the realm of the phenomenal.

As Braine sees it, the issue between himself and Kant is partly
one of where to begin.

Should we begin with second-order considerations of epistemological
and methodological kinds and only afterwards allow ourselves to
advance to any first-order [i.e., ontological and metaphysical] conclu-
sion, or should we regard the consideration of epistemology and
methodology as parasitic upon an underlying level of first-order appre-
hension of the real? (234-35)

This question was made inescapable by Descartes, whose
methodological skepticism fairly explicitly embraced the first
alternative. Descartes did not, however, succeed in purging his
philosophy of a variety of first-order assumptions inherited from
scholasticism, and the same can be said of most of his successors.
It is only in Kant that “the principle of the primacy of episte-
mology, and thereby of the second-order, comes to adulthood”
(238).

Braine’s reply draws on Spinoza’s critique of Descartes and
Hegel’s critique of Kant. Both critics showed that “something
has to be conceded about the knower or thinker if any conclusion
even about thought and knowledge is to be reached, and some-
thing about the senses if any conclusion about sensory knowl-
edge is to be reached” (241, cf. 236). To that extent, first-order
inquiry must take primacy. This is not to say that Kant is wrong
in urging a critical attitude toward our faculties and the concepts
that they employ. Any first-order conclusion must always be sub-
ject to second-order critique; that is required simply in view of
the fact that no conclusion can ever be based on all the data that
are ultimately relevant (246-47). In fact Braine himself frequently
brings to bear second-order considerations, as in the conceptual-
priority arguments of Section 2 and the analysis of the concept of
cause in Section 4. Kant’s error is rather in supposing that the
conceptual scheme composed of notions such as those of cause
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and substance operates “like a set of restricting spectacles intro-
ducing systematic limits on what man is able to know” (245).
Such pessimism is not borne out by experience. The history of
physics shows that fundamental concepts such as mass and
cause can be reinterpreted in ways that could not have been
anticipated by those who took as definitive their then-current
interpretations. Likewise in mathematics, G6del demonstrated
that there is a capacity for arithmetical proof that outruns what
any formal criterion of provability can allow. Both historically
and formally, then, “there seems to be no case of a term as gen-
eral as the terms ‘substance’ or ‘cause’ being limited in its disci-
plined or scientific application by a ‘schema’ in the way Kant
envisaged” (246).

There are thus solid grounds for rejecting Kant’s basic orien-
tation. Kantianism is more than a matter of orientation, however;
Kant also confronts us with an array of powerful arguments.
Braine’s counter-attack is limited to one strategic point. This is
the Kantian claim that “for a necessity in some principle to arise
from something on the side of the object, the very concept which
we form of the object would have to be such as to give rise ana-
lytically to the principle concerned” (243). Presumably Kant
means the term “analytic” to be understood in terms of logic, an
analytic proposition being one whose negation would lead to
contradiction.” If that is what is meant, then Kant’s claim is
prima facie highly implausible.

If we review a wide variety of propositions, some relating to the rela-
tions between colours and some having to do with space, the number of
its dimensions, its continuity, and so forth, some having to do with

motion in its intimate connections with a continuous space and time,
some having to do with time, its non-cyclical character and suchlike,

2 Kant defines an analytic statement as one in which the predicate is “contained” in
the concept of the subject (Critique of Pure Reason A6/B10). This definition seems rather
to suggest a psychological criterion, an analytic statement being one of which one cannot
think the subject without also thinking the predicate. But then it is unclear how analytic
statements express a genuine necessity, particularly one arising (as Braine puts it) “from
something on the side of the object.” In addition, many of the apparently necessary
propositions that Braine cites as not logically necessary are also not psychologically nec-
essary (243).
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some with relations between solidity, spatiality, and causation, some
having to do with relations between time and causation, some having
to do with the intrinsic evil in pain and harm or damage, and others
with the good in thinking the truth, in knowledge, in rationality, and in
many non-controversial aspects of well-being and its structures, it
becomes extraordinarily implausible to question that there are many
conceptually necessary propositions to deny which implies no such
formal contradiction. (243-44)

Such prima facie implausibility does not show definitively that
Kant is wrong; it merely establishes a burden of proof.
Unfortunately, Kant fails to discharge that burden, partly
because of the unclarity of his concept of the analytic. We are left
with no reason to reject our intuitive sense that non-analytic
necessity can arise “from the side of the object.” But then there is
no need to postulate the mind and its structure of a priori intuitions
and categories as the source of such non-analytic necessity. And
if there is no structure of a priori categories, causality among
them, then the Kantian objection falls to the ground.

6. COMPOSITE BEING

We can now pick up the thread of the argument where we left
it at the end of Section 3. We have established that the continu-
ance in existence of things requires a cause and that this cause is
not to be found in any one or any collection of temporal objects.
We have not established that there is a single cause rather than
many, nor that the cause or causes possess anything like the
attributes of deity.

Traditional forms of the cosmological argument usually pro-
ceed at this point to discuss the possibility of an infinite regress.
The argument is typically that an infinite chain of causes would
leave us with no explanation of the phenomenon that originally
prompted the search for a cause; hence, although there may be a
finite chain of causes, it must come to an end in a being that is
uncaused in the respect concerned.”” The possibility of even a
finite chain is sometimes excluded at a later stage of the argu-

% See William Rowe, The Cosmological Argument (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1975), ch. 1.
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ment, depending upon precisely which aspect of reality (e.g.,
change or existence) has been picked out as in need of a cause.
Braine wishes to avoid any such bifurcation of the argument.
For him, it is important that God is immediately the cause of
continuance in existence, and that we apprehend this fact in the
same act as that in which we apprehend that God exists (296,
343, 357). He thus employs a different strategy. Taking it as
established that the objects of our experience are incapable of
causing continuance in existence, he seeks to learn what it is
about them that bars them from doing so. The explanation he
finds in what he calls their “compositeness.” It follows that the
cause or causes of continuance in existence must be incomposite.
This in turn entails a number of important facts about the cause,
including that it is one rather than many.*

As Braine uses the term, an entity is composite if there is a real
distinction between that entity and its existence (148). A “real
distinction” is one that is relevant to efficient causal explanation
(147). The mere fact that we pick out two entities by expressions
that are not interchangeable does not show that they are distinct
in this sense. A lightning bolt and the corresponding electrical
discharge, for example, are not really distinct, although the
expressions “lightning bolt” and “electrical discharge” are not
interchangeable. Real identity is thus a looser notion than
Leibnizian identity, which does require intersubstitutibility salva
veritale in non-intentional contexts (158-59).

Section 2 argued that the existence of a substance is an actu-
ality and so is among the furniture of the world, in the same
sense in which all actualities are among the furniture of the
world. This does not yet show that a substance and its existence
are really distinct. They might stand in the same relation as a
lightning bolt and the corresponding electrical discharge, really
identical although not Leibnizian identical. What does show that
they are really distinct is the fact that the continuance of the sub-
stance in existence admits of explanation. We need not insist at
this point that it requires explanation; the mere fact that an
explanation can be envisioned, that the continuance of the

% To show that it is personal requires further considerations adduced in Section 8.
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substance is the type of thing about which questions can sensi-
bly be raised, shows that the distinction between the substance
and its existence is one pertinent to causal explanation (145-47).
Note that to be composite is thus not the same as to be contin-
gent. Even if we were to accept Hume’s suggestion that the
material universe is necessary in the sense of having no cause, it
would still be composite in that it would not by its very nature
exclude even the possibility of a cause.* It would be “de facto
underivative, not intrinsically so” (149).

Since all temporal substances are such as to admit of explana-
tion, all are composite.” Does the converse also hold: are all com-
posite substances temporal? Braine thinks that the answer is yes,
but he does not wish his argument to hinge upon it (17-18). Since
he is trying to show that compositeness, not temporality, is the
root of the inability to cause existence, it is useful for the
purposes of argument to allow that there may be atemporal com-
posites. Even they must be unable to cause continuance in exis-
tence. Why? Because any composite, even one that is atemporal,
is distinct from its own nature (166, 193-96). By a thing’s
“nature” is meant that aspect of the causal background to the
thing’s existence that renders its existence possible. The nature
of a thing defines and circumscribes the type of action in which
its existence can find expression. As Aquinas pointed out, how-
ever, to cause existence (or continuance in existence) requires
power that is unlimited.

The gap between being and absolute or unqualified non-being is infi-
nite and requires infinite power if one is to get from one to the other.
That is, whereas, granted a framework of nature which might be pre-
supposed in its causal activity, the finite power might achieve a finite
effect, by contrast, in order to create things out of nothing or to uphold
them in existence without relying upon any of the presuppositions
which natural things . . . rely upon, an infinite power is required. (191)*

™ See Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part ix.

* Braine states this conclusion as if it were dependent on the reality of time (147), but
I see no reason why it should be.

% For this argument in Aquinas, see Summa theologiae 1, q. 45, a. 5, ad 3; De Potentia
q. 3, a. 1, ad 3, and a. 4; also Etienne Gilson, Being and Some Philosophers (Toronto:
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1952), 90-91, which discusses the disagreement
on this point between Aquinas and Scotus. Oddly, Braine first rejects this argument
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No being whose nature limits its activity can cause existence,
simply because no being whose activity is limited by a prior
causal background can cause existence.

The cause of existence, then, must be atemporal and incom-
posite. Its incompositeness means not only that it is identical
with its own existence, but also that it is identical with its
nature—using the term “nature” now in a slightly different sense.
Unlike other entities, the incomposite has no nature as a “quasi-
abstract object,” for since it has no cause and no explanation
there is no causal background to its existence rendering that exis-
tence possible. It is identical with its nature only in the sense that
it is that in virtue of which it is whatever it is. Its nature is just
itself. As Braine draws the contrast:

In other cases when we say that something is ‘such that so-and-so’ . ..
this [is] true in virtue of something general about it such as might have
been exemplified in the case of other things or some character it has
which might not have been exemplified by anything; but in this case
when we say such things they [are] true in virtue of nothing other than
the reality . . . itself, not anything general nor anything which might not
have been exemplified at all. (171)

It is for this reason that there can be only one incomposite being.
For there to be more than one would require the existence of a
corresponding quasi-abstract nature that could be multiply
exemplified (170-71).

In denying that God possesses a nature as a quasi-abstract
object that He exemplifies, Braine makes common cause with
those critics of natural theology who have warned how easily it
can become an “idolatry of concepts.”” As he carefully explains:

(192) only to endorse it later (312), without indicating how his reasoning has changed. So
far as I can see, it is an argument that he cannot do without. He does hold that the
natures of temporal entities debar them from causing continuance in existence due to the
impossibility of something at one time causing something else to be at a later time (193).
This does not address the issue of atemporal composites. It also strikes me as a bad argu-
ment, for if it worked at all it would work against all causation, not only causation of
existence.

7 Braine cites Kornelius Miskotte, When the Gods are Silent (London: Collins, 1967);
Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (London: T&T Clark, 1957), vol. ii, pt. 1, ch. 6, sect. 28
(Braine, 335n).
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There has been [in the foregoing] no suggestion that the root of there
being but one God is in the nature of God, conceived of in a Platonic or
rationalist way—it is not in virtue of any quasi-abstract nature or
essence that there is a God or that there is only one God. We cannot
even say that it is in virtue of the individuality of the nature in the case
of God that there is only one God, as if individuality was one property
among others or the key property of a conceptual-isable or partly con-
ceptualisable essence: even this would be to make a false concession to
the ontologism which would allow the inference, first of existence, from
the conceptualisable content of what existence is being asserted or
denied of, and then of existence just once . . .. The point of regarding
the unity of God, like His existence, as intrinsic to Him is precisely to
deny that this unity, any more than this existence, has any root distinct
from or in any way prior to Himself. (172-73, cf. 352-53)

7. THE FIRST CAUSE AND TIME

The assertion that the cause of existence is atemporal raises
some important questions. As we saw in Section 3, Braine under-
stands temporal relations as those that make causal relations
possible. How then can there be an atemporal cause? What
could this mean? The issue is not only one of how to explicate the
nature of the First Cause and its relation to the world, important
though that is. Unless we are given some explanation at this
point, the coherence of Braine’s entire enterprise is in danger.

Braine believes that the traditional picture of God as “outside”
time is misleading. On this view only the effects of God’s actions,
and not the actions themselves, are to be conceived as taking
place in time.?” Braine remarks:

What has happened in this theory is that the unity of an action as such
has been lost sight of or conceived of as compatible with there being
intermediates between some primary will-act and its effects—in a view
compatible with supposing that, in God, the primary act expressive of
will in regard to creation is an eternal act, internal to God’s own mind,
rather than the performance willed itself. If the communicating of exis-
tence as such, as in creating or upholding in existence out of nothing, as

*® Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann endorse such a view in their well-known
essay, “Eternity” (Journal of Philosophy 78 [1981}: 429-58).
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I argue in this book, excludes intermediates, then this dissolution of an
action into supposed parts (some mental and some material) is excluded
beforehand in the case of God’s action toward creation in respect of
existence . . . . The time of God’s acting is not ‘in eternity’ but here ‘in
time’, at the time of what happens. (130-31, cf. 360-61)

The claim that God is immediately the cause of existence thus
neatly dovetails with the rejection of a dualistic model of action
in Section 4. That it is proper to say that God “acts now” and
“exists now” is in fact already implicit in the causal criterion of
existence. Given this criterion, “temporality . . . is internal to
existence whenever it is asserted in the primary sense” (129).
Unlike our statements and thoughts in regard to, say, number
theory, those in regard to God are essentially tensed.

Then what sense does it make to say that God is atemporal?
Braine continues:

Thus, the instinct of those philosophers who associated existence with
being temporal was not wholly misguided. Their mistake was to think
of things which act in time as being in some sense thereby implicitly
contained within a temporal framework. No such inference can be
made. If one describes what is contained in a temporal framework as
‘in time’, the mistake made by such philosophers as the empiricists,
and the early Russell and Moore, has been to identify having a gen-
uinely tensed existence with being ‘in time’. This mistake is in fact
much older. Many of the convolutions of scholastic discussions in this
area, including those of Aquinas, involving peculiar types of time or
non-time for the angels, intermediate between time and eternity, and
inviting the suggestion that for angels succession involves ‘time in the
imagination’, arise from the same confusion. The opinion I would offer
as preferable is that, besides the temporality which enters into all
human statements, discourse and thought as such in regard to the real,
one can speak of temporality in a different way as intrinsic to the
nature of a thing in order to signify that the very life or existence of the
thing is realized in a succession of states or activities. (131)

The argument for the existence of the First Cause requires only
that the First Cause be atemporal in the sense of not passing
through a succession of stages, not possessing a life-history that
can be analyzed into a series of “temporal parts” as can that of
any material substance, including the universe as a whole. This
need not prevent it from being temporal in the quite different
sense of performing actions that are temporally located. Yet even
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to say that the actions of the First Cause are temporally located
(as Braine does here) may be misleading insofar as it suggests
that time exists apart from them as a framework in which they
take place. The actions of the First Cause create time—not as a
separate entity, but as a necessary concomitant to the creating
and perpetuating in existence of temporal things.

It is as if the existence of things is drawn by the movement of [God’s]
finger or brush. Thus, for each thing its present existence is constituted
or done by the present action of God; its past existence is the expression
or realization of God’s previous action; and its future existence, if it has
any future existence, will be the expression or realization of God’s
future action; but, since the future in no way yet exists and God’s future
action in no way yet exists, this action is free and the future (so far as
God’s action is concerned) is radically open. (135, cf. 47)

Hence the claim that gives this essay its title: “all existing is
the action of God” (133). As an aside, let me point out the deep
concordance between this claim and the position of Section 2
that existence is an actuality. Aristotle developed the concept of
actuality as an extension of that of action. Both are expressed by
a single Greek term, energeia, and the notion of action remains
integral to that of actuality as its clearest and most intuitive
case.” To understand the most central and important kind of
actuality—existence itself—as a form of action thus results in a
remarkable intellectual economy.

The understanding of existence as divine action can go far
toward making sense of puzzles about God’s relation to the
world. One notorious puzzle is that of how God, being eternal,
can know propositions that seem to require the knower to exist
temporally—for instance, that it is now a given time. Braine
replies:

God can indeed know time for what it is in its true character, and the
present as the present, not just as a member of a series of things ordered
from the earlier to the later, but only because He knows the ‘now’ of

time precisely as the dramatic now. That is, He knows the ‘now’ as
indeed now, not by a theoretical, factual, or propositional observer’s

¥ See John Rist, The Mind of Aristotle (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989),
105-19.
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knowledge, but by the practical knowledge which an agent has of what
he does in his doing of it . . . . The agent does not correlate a ‘now’ in
an ‘outer’ world, the arena of his action, with another ‘now’ in his
‘inner’ life of thoughts, experiences, intentions, and decisions: rather,
he knows his own action, only secondarily by observation, but . . . pri-
marily simply because it is what he does intentionally; and in this
knowledge he knows the ‘now’ of his action as no different from the
‘now’ of the arena of his action. Likewise there can be no question of
God correlating a ‘now’ in an outer created world with another ‘now’
in his inner life: rather, He, no less than other agents, knows what time
is and knows the dramatic now as indeed ‘now’ precisely in knowing
this dramatic now as the juncture or take-off point of His action in the
world. (44-45)

It has long been traditional to understand God’s knowledge of
the world as like an artisan’s knowledge of his works.* Braine
substitutes for that image the rather different one of an agent’s
knowledge of his actions. This is what Anscombe has called
practical knowledge as distinct from theoretical knowledge.*!
The net effect of understanding divine knowledge in this way,
coupled with the rejection of the traditional picture of God as
“outside” time and of the dualistic model of action that it pre-
supposes, is to underscore the intimacy of God’s engagement
with the world. The created world is indeed at least as much a
thing done as a thing made.

As we noted at the outset of this essay, however, such an
understanding of creation can raise questions about the reality of
creaturely freedom and secondary causation. It should be clear
by now how Braine would respond to such questions. Causal
realism is the foundation of his argument, and unless it is pre-
supposed the argument goes nowhere. The First Cause upholds
things in existence with their natures, but a nature cannot exist
unless there can also be action in accordance with that nature. If
the nature is to be the nature of a particular thing, then the

® E.g., Summa theologiae 1, q. 14, aa. 8, 11, 16.

3! Elizabeth Anscombe, Intention (London: Basil Blackwell, 1958), sections 28-33, 45,
48. Cf. Peter Geach, “God’s Relation to the World,” in Logic Matters, 318-27, for an antici-
pation of Braine’s suggestion that God’s knowledge of the world is practical knowledge;
and for a much earlier anticipation (not mentioned by either Geach or Braine), see
Plotinus, Enneads iv.4.9, 12, 15.



410 DAVID BRADSHAW

action must also be the action of that thing, not of any other
agent. Thus “it is the created subject or suppositum which brings
its nature or dispositions into act by acting . . . . [The First Cause]
gives to the created existence which it causes the character, not
of a mere state or situation, but of an activity—something in
itself active” (204).%

One important issue that Braine does not address is that of
divine foreknowledge. His view gives rise to divergent tenden-
cies. On the one hand, his emphasis on the reality of time and his
attempt to understand divine knowledge as practical knowledge
make it hard to conceive how God can literally know the future.
For, as Braine so often asserts, the future is simply “not yet”; how
then can it be an object of knowledge? (This does not exclude
that God might accurately predict the future, nor that He might
know those aspects of the future that will be directly within His
control.) On the other hand, by asserting that God is atemporal
Braine commits himself to the traditional view that God is not
subject to change. Since God’s knowledge-states are unchang-
ing, it follows that whatever He knows at one time He knows at
all times. A brief allusion to the subject suggests that Braine
would endorse the latter of these tendencies (96n), but the issue
is badly in need of further discussion.

At this point in the argument, however, even to speak of the
First Cause as if it possessed knowledge and of its action as if
this were intentional action is premature. We have not yet exam-
ined whether the First Cause is personal. That is the next and
final stop on our tour of Braine’s work.

8. THE FIRST CAUSE AND PERSONALITY

Section 4 distinguished four modes of causality: material, vege-
tative, animate, and rational. There is no reason why only these

3 Compare Alfred Fredosso, “Medieval Aristotelianism and the Case Against
Secondary Causation in Nature,” in Divine and Human Action, 74-118. Fredosso argues
that the only consistent form of occasionalism is what he calls the “no-nature theory,”
closely allied to Berkeleyan idealism. This lends support to Braine's claim that if God
does create things with natures, then occasionalism (and the denial of secondary causa-
tion generally) cannot be right.
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four should be possible; presumably, however, any further mode
would have to subsume or otherwise be related to one of these
four in order to qualify as a form of causality at all (292). The
question now arises of how we are to understand the causality
exercised by the First Cause. Does it match any of these, or does
it somehow transcend them all? Note that there are two ways in
which the First Cause might be considered personal: either by
exercising the rational mode of causation as its highest, much as
human beings do, or by exercising some other mode that sub-
sumes the rational mode, just as the rational mode subsumes
those below it. When it is necessary to observe the distinction
between these two, we shall speak of the latter as the First
Cause’s being “supra-personal.”

To properly address this question requires that we again
examine the concept of cause. Consider a case that has stretched
and tested causal concepts throughout history: the mind-body
problem. Despite the variety of solutions that have been offered,
there seem to be certain common presuppositions guiding
inquiry. Even materialists have recognized that to explain men-
tal phenomena requires the identification, within the material
base, of “structures of function and activity isomorphic with the
structures supposed to be involved in thinking; that is, the attri-
bution of thinking to the material is alleged to be grounded in
some appropriate structures within the material realizations of
the nature of the material, not foreign to it” (282). Why this
restriction? Evidently because that is simply what explanation
requires. There must be some structural and functional isomor-
phism, even of a very general kind—even of a kind not envis-
aged as possible before the explanation becomes available—if
the connection between cause and effect is to be made intelligi-
ble. Otherwise we could merely assert that brains do think, and
so be done with it. The moral to be drawn is that, for something
to be a cause, “it has to have a quality, structure, or constitution
formally adapted to or reflected in that of which it is the cause .
. .. We have no basis in éxample or otherwise for doubting the
necessity, if the notion of causal agency is appropriate to a cer-
tain being at all, that the action will be expressive of what the
thing is in itself” (282-83). This view of causation will be familiar
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to many readers as the one that Hume attempted to dethrone. In
view of the failure of the positivism descended from Hume, dis-
cussed in Section 1, it should be no surprise that the earlier con-
ception of causality is left in command of the field.

One important objection to this principle is the success of the-
ories of action at a distance. They seem to present a case where
causation is conceived as external or adventitious, consisting
merely in a correlation between movements rather than an actual
exercise of power. That is true enough, Braine concedes, but it is
also the very reason why action at a distance remains problem-
atic. The inclination to regard a mere correlation of movements
as not really explanatory has always been widespread; nor, in
light of the anti-Humean arguments already made, is there any
good reason why it should be resisted. The proper way to regard
theories of action at a distance is as assuming that Nature itself
is the causal agent responsible for the observed regularities—
that is, Nature has an internal constitution, and the observed
regularities are expressive of that constitution (189).*

Now the First Cause causes the continuance in existence of
many things—trees, rocks, stars, and, most notably, persons. Can
we infer anything from this about its character? Obviously we
cannot infer that the First Cause is rocky or arboreal. The cau-
sation of any particular genus of existing things tells us nothing
about the First Cause, for an adequate account of the existence
of things gua members of a genus can be given by natural sci-
ence. “Person,” however, is not a genus. To be personal is an irre-
ducibly separate mode of existence, one defined by exercise of
the rational mode of causation. Just as the rational mode of cau-
sation subsumes the others, so the personal mode of existence
subsumes the other modes of existence; thus, by examining its
implications for the nature of the First Cause we implicitly
examine those of the others as well. The principle that an effect
is expressive of the nature of its cause leads directly to the con-
clusion that the First Cause must be personal in the broad sense

1 take it that Braine is thus committed either to counting Nature as a substance, or
to including Nature alongside substance and actuality as a distinct element of his ontol-
ogy. He does not address this point explicitly.
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defined earlier (284-85). For if the First Cause were not personal,
its causation of the continuance in existence of persons would
be, as Braine puts it, “out of a hat.” Persons would be given exis-
tence “without there being in the nature of their cause of exis-
tence anything connected with ‘what they are’ in respect of
being personal” (284).

What about the question posed earlier: Is God personal in the
strict sense, or supra-personal? This Braine declines to answer
(293-95). To assume God to be supra-personal is certainly plau-
sible, and would be rendered almost inevitable if we knew that
human beings fully and completely exemplify rational causa-
tion. As it happens, however, human beings “realize personhood
only in ways that are in many ways limited and deficient” (272),
so that for all we know it is more appropriate to regard the First
Cause as alone fully personal, rather than as supra-personal.
Does anything hinge on this question? Although Braine does not
spell this out, I take it that there are implications for the nature
of religious language. The different causal modes are related by
analogy of proportionality (82n). To speak of God as supra-
personal would therefore be an analogical form of discourse,
whereas to speak of God as personal would be a univocal form
of discourse. William Alston has recently argued that Aquinas
was mistaken to infer from divine simplicity (or, in Braine’s
terms, incompositeness) that predicates applied to God and
creatures cannot be univocal.** Since Braine allows at least the
possibility that God is a pérson in the same sense in which
human beings are persons, I take it that he would agree with
Alston on this point.

Christian doctrine, of course, has regarded God as supra-
personal in a quite different sense, as comprising three persons
(hypostaseis or subsistentiae) rather than one. Nothing in the
argument so far need exclude that possibility. Divine incompos-
iteness rules out distinctions relevant to efficient causal expla-
nation; it does not rule out distinctions relevant to other types of
explanation, such as those in terms of knowledge or desire. Only
the latter are at issue in Trinitarian doctrine.

3 Alston, “Aquinas on Theological Predication” (cited above, n. 18).
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The personal acts of knowing and loving in which God’s life is repre-
sented as consisting presuppose the persons as objects of love and
knowledge without there being any order of efficient causal priority
between Them: so even in God there is some distinction, at least
according to Christian doctrine, pertinent to some kind of explanation,
between subject (hypostasis, subsistentia, or suppositum) and actuality
.. . but no distinction relevant to efficient causal explanation. (122)*

So there is a distinction to be drawn between types of distinc-
tion: only one type, that relevant to efficient causal explanation,
is ruled out by divine incompositeness. Rightly understood,
however, incompositeness does provide important insights into
some further divine attributes. We have already seen that to
bridge the gap between absolute non-being and being requires
infinite power (Section 6). Since God is a person, the activity of
sustaining in existence is not His only activity; He must be pos-
sessed, at a minimum, of life, intelligence, and love as well. Since
He is incomposite, however, anything shown in regard to the
degree of one such activity applies to all. Hence God’s life, love,
and intelligence must also be infinite (312). Nor are these activi-
ties distinct from God; again because of incompositeness, all
must ultimately be the single divine actuality regarded under
different modes of signification; there can be no distinction in
God between is and kas. As Braine explains:

It is not just that God possesses active power because He causes the
continuance in existence of created things with active power, but that
He is the active power, activity, or actuality which . . . grounds or ener-
gises all created actuality or activity. To express the point with a
flourish of rhetoric, we might say that God is the actuality which gives
actuality and the character of being an actuality to every other actuality,
or, as some with less discipline have said . . . God is existence, activity,
vigour, life, and love itself. (311-12)

Statements such as this one, although highly traditional, are
often regarded as suspect because they seem to reduce God to
something like an idea or a property. One way to view Braine’s

% Although Braine gives no references at this point, he is correct that according to tra-
ditional Christian teaching the relations of origin in the Trinity are not efficient causal
relations. See Summa theologiae 1, q. 27,a. 1 and q. 33,a. 1, ad 1.
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argument is as an attempt to reinterpret divine simplicity along
the lines, not of an idea or property, but of an actuality. As he
suggests elsewhere, the best image for this simplicity is not a
point, but a furnace (133).

The attributes of life, intelligence, and love are trans-generic,
for they define a mode of existence (the personal mode) rather
than a particular genus. Now it happens that such positive
trans-generic attributes are also those in virtue of which we
evaluate things as good, great, or beautiful (318). It follows that
since God exemplifies these attributes in infinite degree, He is
infinitely good, great, and beautiful. “The First Cause is the pri-
mordial archetype of whatever in the world is the object of any
such pro-evaluation in respect of what makes it thus to be val-
ued. Thus there is nothing positive in creation which makes
anything to be valued which is not exemplified pre-eminently in
the First Cause” (318).

This conclusion, as sweeping as it is, still leaves many ques-
tions unanswered. The most important is this: Should we con-
ceive of God “not only as First Cause and person, but as a
Father, all of whose work in creation is the work of Love, so that
beneath all is not only a mind but a heart”—or would to do so
be merely a “romantic and sentimental” indulgence in
anthropomorphism (326)? On the principles already laid
down, if self-giving love is a perfection of persons then it must
be present pre-eminently within the First Cause. The question is
whether it truly is a perfection of persons. Cultures influenced
by Judaism or Christianity affirm that it is; other cultures, such
as that of ancient Greece or those influenced by Buddhism,
assert that it is not (322-23).

We thus reach a point where further elucidation of the nature
of the divine depends on one’s understanding of the perfection
of persons, but this in turn depends on one’s attitude toward at
least the normative claims of Judaeo-Christian revelation. This
is a fitting point at which to bring a purely philosophical exam-
ination to a close. Further progress is impossible without con-
fronting the claims of revelation. What must be sought is an
integrated conception of the perfection of both God and man,
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and of how man as person can come to know God as Person.
Braine writes in conclusion:

The situation is then this: part of creation has become, as the human
species has emerged, reflective, reflective upon the world, upon itself,
and upon God. Within this context, each fresh aspect of personhood as
it comes to light in human thought and awareness in one act shows
something of man and something of God, something of the workings
of this creation and something of the character of God’s dispositions
for creation as a whole. Man’s recognition of God is like one person
uncertain as to whether he recognizes another, initially even indeed
whether he is having to do with another person or ‘thou’ at all, and
who, stage by stage, gets to know the other in new aspects and, as the
development proceeds, gets to know himself in new aspects in the same
acts. (332)



THE RECTITUDE OF INCLINATION
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relation of inclination to action and of their combination
to moral estimation—Kantian, Classical Utilitarian, and
Aristotelian-Thomist—only the third, remarkably enough, pro-
vides for the possibility of intrinsic rectitude as regards inclina-
tion. For Kant, of course, inclination is not only indifferent to
morality but censurable as a criterion for action; indeed, any act
done from inclination is, for Kant, pre-moral at best and
immoral at worst. Classical Utilitarianism would appear to hold
that the desire for pleasure, since it is correct by nature, must
also be indefectibly and intrinsically correct. But this is not so,
since in any choice situation an inclination toward a given plea-
sure, right by nature, may be counterbalanced by competing
claims, whether these claims themselves arise from other incli-
nations within the one moral subject or from distinct subjects
with differing claims. Hence, Classical Utilitarianism must
accept a doctrine of extrinsic correctness as regards the evalua-
tion of any inclination unless the version in question can estab-
lish a universally valid overriding principle of right—in which
case it is Utilitarianism no longer but some form of deontological
ethics. Only in the moral thought of Aristotle and Aquinas do we
actually find a plausible case for the rectitude of inclination. And
it is therefore surprising that so little attention has been paid this
and that so many doctrinal Aristotelian-Thomists seem unaware
of it.
For many scholars, otherwise well acquainted with the basic
philosophical views defended by St. Thomas Aquinas in his
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OF THE MOST plausible mainline treatments of the
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Aristotelian commentaries, remain surprisingly unfamiliar with
one of the most interesting parts of his metaphysics of morals:
right appetite, inclination, or emotion as an integral part of
moral science, moral activity, and reflexive knowledge of the
morality of conduct and of disposition.' I should like to set out
what seem to me to be the general Aristotelian-Thomist views,
as expressed in the commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, and
to develop from them a full account of intrinsic, extrinsic, stable,
and per se rectitude as regards inclination or appetite. The first
step in this development requires us to consider whether a moral
science is possible and, if so, of what kind it must be.

I

Initially both St. Thomas and Aristotle appear to neglect alto-
gether the problem whether there can be moral science as such.
In listing the five intellectual virtues (understanding, science,
wisdom, prudence, and art) neither mentions a science of right
action. Would such a discipline be theoretical? Ordinarily the
theoretical sciences in Aristotle and Aquinas perfect only theo-
retical powers. Does right action fall only under prudence?
Prudence ordinarily is taken to be a practical virtue, not one
specifically pertaining to the sciences.

Three solutions to the difficulty offer themselves at once: first,
moral science belongs essentially among the theoretical disci-
plines, even where allowance is made for the inclusion of practi-
cal elements in some methodologically defensible way; second, it
is science but only in a highly derivative and improper sense and,
in fact, is more correctly treated as providing something like a
schema for the exercise of the cardinal virtues, especially
prudence; third, it is thoroughly scientific in the strict and
unqualified sense of the term, yet essentially not a theoretical but
a practical discipline.

! It is surprising how little serious attention seems to have been paid to Aristotle’s
remark in Ethics VII, 3, 1147a26-28, that, while the immediate conclusion of theoretical
reasoning is affirmation, the immediate result of practical reasoning is action.














































































































































































































































































