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Patrick Kennedy, Democratic congressman from Rhode

Island, was obliged to apologize to Bishop Gelineau for
wondering aloud when the Catholic Church would “crawl out
from the Stone Age” and ordain women. He understands failure
to ordain women to contradict the Gospel message that all people
are equal.

Young Catholics can probably be excused for thinking
everything is in flux. The implementation of the Second Vatican
Council’s reforms has accustomed us to change and has generated
new controversies as the implications of change have made
themselves felt. Given that this emphasis on change is driven by
a concerted effort to bring the Church into a more effective
relationship with the modern world, many Catholics are extremely
puzzled by the Pope’s insistence that women cannot be ordained
to the priesthood. It is not surprising, then, that Patrick Kennedy
should be confused.

In the apostolic letter Ordinatio sacerdotalis, of Pentecost,
1994, Pope John Paul II stated that “the Church has no authority
whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women,” and that this
teaching requires the definitive assent of all the faithful.' Many
who did not pay much attention to that letter were caught short

S OME MONTHS AGO, the Catholic papers reported that

! “Apostolic Letter on Ordination and Women,” Origins 24, no. 4 (9 June 1994): 51.
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when the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith clarified that
the Pope intended to reaffirm a teaching which had already “been
set forth infallibly by the ordinary and universal Magisterium.”
The word “infallibly” certainly caught everyone’s attention, but it
also left many seriously dismayed about how this position could
be justified theologically.

I believe a case can be made in support of this teaching. The
whole case cannot be laid out here, but perhaps some light can be
shed on the papal teaching by taking up the commonly asked
question, Why isn’t this tradition open to development? Why isn’t
this another case of the “development of doctrine”? If so much
could be re-thought and then adapted in significant ways at
Vatican II, what prevents the same thing from happening in this
case?

First I will identify three different lines of reasoning in favor of
such development. Next I will provide evidence that there has, in
fact, been significant development in the Church’s teaching in
relation to each of these three lines of argument. My conclusion
is that the developments that have taken place do not suggest that
the tradition ought to change. In fact, they stand in some tension
with change and, in my view, favor the existing practice.’

I. THREE WAYS OF ASKING THE QUESTION

Let me briefly sketch three ways in which some Catholics pose
the question. First, some believe that Catholic practice ought to
change in response to the changed social circumstances of
women. This just seems to them like common sense, an obvious
part of human rights. Just as eligible women are now admitted to
the other professions, justice requires that women be admitted to
the ordained ministry. Many women are surely as well qualified as
men to serve the Church as priests, they note, if demonstrated
competence in ministry is taken as the criterion.

* “Inadmissibility of Women to Ministerial Priesthood,” Orgins 25, no. 24 (30 November 1995): 401.
’ These reflections do not attempt to address the immense practical question of the clergy shortage.
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Second, some would argue the case on the grounds of Catholic
doctrine regarding the equality of the baptized. It is not just a
question of catching up with society, they point out; the
foundation for change may be found in the Church itself. Appeal
is made to St. Paul’s assertion in the Letter to the Galatians,
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free,
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ
Jesus” (3:28). These people ask the Church to implement its own
teaching on the baptismal equality of women and men.

Third, some who are acquainted with how Catholic theology
approaches such matters appreciate the need to evaluate the
reasons that have been offered in the past to justify the tradition.
They recognize the special nature of the Church as divinely
instituted; they also know that the question whether women can
be ordained has been posed before and answered in the negative.
Are the answers given then still persuasive? Let me review some
of the evidence that leads many to suppose that the old reasons
are not, in fact, persuasive.

In the 1960s, one of Karl Rahner’s students, Haye van der
Meer, re-examined the reasons commonly given in defense of
reserving ministerial priesthood to men. His research suggested
that the Church’s practice may well be determined by
sociocultural considerations related to the status of women rather
than by a genuine theological tradition. (He subsequently
withdrew his thesis.)* The question of women’s access to priestly
functions and to priestly and episcopal ordination had indeed been
raised, and resolved in the negative. But the attitudes of the
Fathers of the Church and of some medieval Scholastics appear
to have been heavily influenced by presuppositions about
women’s natural inferiority to men, or women’s divinely willed
subjection to men in consequence of the Fall. Even relatively
modern manuals of theology repeated—apparently without

* See Haye van der Meer, Women Priests in the Catholic Church?, trans. Arlene and Leonard Swidler
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1973; German original, Priestertum der Frau?, 1969). Van der

Meer withdrew his thesis twenty years later: “De vrouw en het priesterschap,” Communio (International
edition) 14:1 (1989): 72-76.
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embarrassment!°—several arguments about women’s incapacity
for priestly ministry that few theologians would defend today.

Van der Meer showed that early witnesses to the tradition
usually appealed to what is called the “Pauline ban.” According
to two New Testament texts (1 Cor 14:35-36 and 1 Tim 2:12-14)
the Apostle forbade women to engage in public teaching in the
Church and to exercise authority over men. The ban in the First
Letter to Timothy was explained in these texts by reference to the
second chapter of Genesis, namely, “Adam was formed first, and
then Eve; and Adam was not deceived, but the woman was
deceived and became a transgressor.” The same ban, as it appears
in Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, reads: “women should
keep silent in the churches. For they are not allowed to speak, but
should be subordinate.” Other Pauline texts often cited (1 Cor
11:3, 8-12; Eph 5:22, 24) affirm what is called the doctrine of
male headship: if “the husband is the 'head’ of his wife” (1 Cor
11:3), she owes him submission and obedience.

According to van der Meer’s hypothesis, women have been
excluded from priestly office by men who regarded them as
naturally inferior to themselves. Their faulty estimate of women
was taken over from the surrounding culture and supported by
means of the Pauline texts, backed up by the teaching of Genesis.
Those who favor this hypothesis maintain that the only real reason
for the tradition of reserving priesthood to men is a faulty view of
women, a faulty anthropology. Once the faulty anthropology of
ancient times has been exposed and refuted, they suppose, it
becomes apparent that there is no theological obstacle to
women’s admission to priesthood.

I will anticipate my argument a bit to point out that the
Magisterium rejects this hypothesis. Twenty years ago the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith insisted on the binding
character of the tradition, and traced it not only to the teaching of

* See, for example, Joseph A. Wahl, The Exclusion of Women from Holy Orders (W ashington, D.C.:
The Catholic University of America Press, 1959); and Emmanuel Doronzo, Tractatus dogmaticus de
ordine, vol. 3, De causis extrinsecis (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1962), 405-25.
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St. Paul—the “Pauline ban”—but also to the will of Christ, made
known in his deliberate choice of the Twelve, and to the apostolic
practice which continued to entrust the office of bishop and
presbyter by a laying on of hands only to men.® Still, many
theologians espouse van der Meer’s hypothesis. They express
grave doubts that an appeal to the will of Christ, seen in his
choice of twelve men, can be sustained in the face of critical
scholarship. In fact, they tend to dismiss this argument. With this
appeal out of the way, the third group continues to maintain that
no theological obstacle exists.

According to the first line of reasoning, then, the
acknowledgment of women’s equal personhood and equal human
rights should overturn the tradition; according to the second,
women’s equal dignity with men as baptized Christians should
qualify them as candidates for priestly orders; and according to
the third, given that the traditional explanation—distorted by a
faulty anthropology—has been rejected and that the new
explanation cannot be proved, there is no theological obstacle to
a development of doctrine. My plan is to respond to each of these
positions and, in the course of so doing, to offer an evaluation
favorable to the Magisterium’s judgment.

II. STATEMENT OF THESIS

The teaching Church has not ignored these objections. On the
contrary, it seems to me that we are witnessing in the Catholic
Church a threefold development of doctrine that bears on each of
these points. It leads, I believe, not to a change in our practice but
to its reaffirmation. First, Catholic teaching has met contemporary
feminism with a clear, if cautious, development of doctrine
regarding women’s equality—but not identity—with men in

¢ “Declaration on the Question of the Admission of Women to the Ministerial Priesthood” (Inter
insigniores), 15 October 1976. See Origins 6, no. 33 (3 February 1977) for text and commentary (minus
the footnotes). This line of argument has been ably defended in a book-length study by Manfred Hauke,
Women in the Catholic Priesthood? (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988; first published in German in
1982).
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society. Second, both at Vatican II and in subsequent Church
teaching and legislation, the baptismal equality of women with
men has been clearly established and there has been a significant
development of doctrine regarding the vocation and mission of
the laity. Third, we are witnessing a development in the doctrine
regarding the sacramental nature of the ministerial priesthood that
is integrally linked with the new line of reasoning—namely, the
appeal to the Lord’s choice of the Twelve—proposed in support
of the constant tradition of reserving ministerial priesthood to
males.

III. WOMEN AND HUMAN RIGHTS: WOMEN AS PERSONS

There has been in the twentieth century a significant
development of doctrine regarding the dignity of women and their
full equality, as persons, with men. This development belongs to
the tradition of Catholic social teaching. It took place quite apart
from the question of women’s access to ministerial priesthood and
it does not, in fact, overturn the traditional prohibition.

Three stages have been discerned in what has been a century-
long development in papal teaching: from Leo XIII to Pius XI;
from Pius XII to John XXIII; and from Paul VI to John Paul I1.”
In the period 1878-1939 women’s place, prerogatives, and social
roles were addressed in the context of concern for the restoration
of the social order and for the defense of the family as the basic
unit of society. (Recall, for example, the demand for a “family
wage” and for protective legislation for women and children in
the work force.) The popes did not examine but simply
presupposed a feminine identity, deduced from traditional
roles—the submissive wife and devoted mother. They understood
women’s equality with men before God to be compatible with
their subordination to their husbands’ governance within the

7 See Robert Harahan, The Vocation of Woman: The Teachng of the Modern Popes from Leo XIII to
Paul VI (Rome: Pontificia Universitatis Lateranensis: Academica Alfonsiana, 1983). Unfortunately, the
published version only takes the reader through the writings of John X XIIL See also William B. Faherty,
The Destiny of Modern Woman in the Light of Papal Teaching (Westminster, Md.: Newman, 1950).
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family. They promoted Catholic women’s organizations to
counter the message of secular feminism which—in Europe more
than the United States and Britain—identified women’s liberation
with the right to free love, contraception, abortion, and divorce.
The popes came to appreciate the moral influence of women in
the social order and encouraged the work of both married and
single women in organized Catholic Action.

The second period, 1939-63, saw multiple shifts in the social,
political, economic, scientific, and cultural landscape. To meet
accusations that the Church was hostile to women’s liberation,
Pope Pius XII laid less emphasis on woman’s place (viz., the
home) and more on her role as a responsible person,
complementary to man. In his early writings he identified
motherhood as the source of feminine dignity, but later he came
to see that the source of feminine dignity was—notwithstanding
woman’s prerogatives as mother—personhood. He affirmed that
women and men have equal dignity, but diverse roles—they are
equal, but different. His attention to woman as person was carried
forward in the teaching of Pope John XXIII, who was sensitive
to the question of woman’s vocation and of her right to personal
development, not only in the family but also in public life.

The anthropology adopted by the Second Vatican Council
reflects this focus on the person. Women began to be regarded
not only in terms of their place in the familial or social structure,
and not only in terms of their unique and indispensable social
roles, but in terms of their identity as persons, that is to say, as
subjects of personal rights and responsibilities in the human
community. The Council’s articulation of Catholic principles of
social justice is based on the dignity of the human person, a
dignity rooted in each one’s creation in the divine image (Gen
1:27). All have the same nature and origin; all are redeemed by
Christ; all share the same vocation or destiny: communion with
God. The rights and duties of human persons are universal and
inviolable. Because of this basic equality among persons, the
Council taught, all “forms of social or cultural discrimination in



508 SARA BUTLER, M.S.B.T.

basic personal rights on the grounds of sex, race, color, social
condition, language or religion must be eradicated as contrary to
God’s design.”® It took as an example the case of women “who
are denied the chance freely to choose a husband, or a state of
life, or to have access to the same educational and cultural
benefits as are available to men.”

The third phase, 1963 to the present, has progressed from the
defense as women as persons to an examination of the mutual
relations of women and men, and then to a vigorous
condemnation of the exploitation of women. Pope Paul VI
asserted the full equality of women with men, created in the image
of God, but he also insisted that a woman has a proper vocation
which “must be realized along the line of her sexual difference.”
He defended women’s equal rights and coresponsibility with their
husbands in the family and committed himself “to labor
everywhere to have discovered, respected, and protected the
rights and prerogatives of every woman in her life—educational,
professional, civic, social, religious—whether single or married.”
While insisting on women’s rights, Paul VI advocated “an
effective complementarity” between men and women and

cautioned against “an egalitarian and impersonal elimination of
9510

b (19

differences” which might undermine women’s “prerogatives.

Pope John Paul II has given Catholic teaching on the status of
women a new direction by considering man and woman together,
in their common personhood and their mutual complementarity,
in their communion. He alludes to the development of Catholic
doctrine on this in his apostolic letter “On the Dignity and
Vocation of Women” of 1988."" Galatians 3:28 (“no longer Jew
or Greek, slave or free, woman and man”), he observes, continues
to challenge every generation. “How many generations were
needed for [this] principle to be realized in the history of humanity

¥ Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes; hereafter, GS) 29
(emphasis added).

’ “Women/Disciples and Co-Workers,” Ongins 4 (1 May 1975): 719.

' Ibid., 718.

" Mulieres dignitatem 24; see Origins 18, no. 17 (6 October 1988). Hereafter, cited as MD.
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through the abolition of slavery!” What the Pope calls the
“Gospel innovation” with respect to the status of women still
remains to be achieved. What does it require? An awareness that
“in marriage there is a mutual ‘subjection of the spouses out of
reverence for Christ,” and not just that of the wife to the
husband.”'* The Gospel carries within it the principle of the
emancipation of wives from unilateral subjection to their
husbands, the Pope writes, and, by extension, the general
emancipation of women from unilateral subjection to men.

Here we come face to face with a development in doctrine, a
new conviction that equal personhood before God must be given
more complete expression in fully mutual relations within
marriage and in society at large. This is not achieved by
disregarding differences between the sexes, but by respecting
them. According to much feminist theory, the remedy for male
domination and female subjection is to emancipate women from
their “subject” status and declare them to be free and autonomous
like men. The Pope’s solution is quite different: the remedy is not
the emancipation of women from the burden of interpersonal
relationships, but the conversion of men to a mutual subjection
out of reverence for Christ, a mutual service in self-giving. In his
most recent letter to women, the Pope emphasizes women’s
contributions not just to family life, but to the life of whole
societies and nations. He explicitly condemns the abuse and
exploitation of women, applauds the efforts of women who have
promoted reform, and calls for a “new feminism” that will
transform culture so that it supports life."

This first point of development of doctrine is concerned with
women’s human rights. It is argued at the level of social justice,
for it pertains to all women, but finds its rationale in the doctrines
of creation—all persons created in the image of God have an
inviolable dignity—and redemption—all are equally redeemed by

12 Ibid., emphasis added.
% Pope John Paul 11, “Letter to Women,” Origins 25, no. 9 (27 July 1995): 137-43; and the 1995
encyclical letter “The Gospel of Life” (Evangelium vitae) 99.
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the cross of Christ. Catholic teaching affirms women’s human and
civil rights, but insists that equality is not identity. Man and
woman, equally human, are made for mutual help. They are
equally responsible for humanity, for the earth, for history and
culture, but theirs is neither “a static and undifferentiated
equality” nor “an irreconcilable and inexorably conflictual
difference.”"* Something “original” can be expected from women
as well as from men. Sexual identity is regarded as a value, as
meaningful, on the basis not of an empirical investigation of the
relations between the sexes but of a metaphysical anthropology.
Sexual identity is understood to affect the whole person
profoundly, with the consequence that respect for the person
requires attention to and respect for sexual difference.

IV. WOMEN AND BAPTISMAL RIGHTS: WOMEN AS CHRISTIANS

The development of doctrine just described begins with the
insight that women’s dignity is grounded in a personhood held in
common with men, and leads to the recognition that the
hierarchical ordering of male/female relationships must give way
to a full mutuality which does not sacrifice but rather preserves
and values the “original” contribution made by each sex. The next
point concerns the status of baptized women, and in fact of the
lay faithful, in the Church. The baptismal equality of women with
men has now been established in law, and there has been a
significant development of doctrine regarding the dignity of the
baptized and the vocation and mission of the laity.

A) Juridic Equality of Baptized Women with Baptized Men

Baptism, the sacrament of faith, is the foundation of Christian
life; it is completed by confirmation and by participation in the
mystery of the Eucharist. All believers who receive these
sacraments of initiation gain access to the fullness of Christian

' John Paul II, “Letter to Women,” art. 8.
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living. They receive the indwelling Holy Spirit, live in communion
with Christ, and share in the divine nature as adopted children of
God and heirs of heaven. Are baptized women full members of
the Church? Do they have equal dignity with baptized men?
Vatican II claimed that they do:

There is a common dignity of members deriving from their rebirth in Christ, a
common grace as {children of God], a common vocation to perfection, one salvation,
one hope and undivided charity. In Christ and in the Church there is, then, no
inequality arising from race or nationality, social condition or sex.!*

The council goes on to cite the ancient baptismal text quoted in the
Letter to the Galatians: “there is no longer male and female™ (3:28).
Baptism, then, is the foundation of equal rights in the Church.
Baptismal unity in Christ “does not cancel out diversity,” but it ends the
mutual opposition between the sexes which is the inheritance of sin.'®
Pope John Paul II teaches, as we have seen, that the Gospel carries
within it the principle of the emancipation of wives from unilateral
subjection to their husbands, and, by extension, of women in general
from unilateral subjection to men. Has this baptismal equality been
translated into practice?

A comparison of the 1983 Code of Canon Law with the 1917 code
reveals that it has, at least, been translated into law.!” The 1917 code
betrays the legislator’s opinion that women are in need of male
governance, instruction, and protection. It regards married women as
unilaterally subject to their husbands; gives preference to the rights of
fathers over those of mothers; provides clerical oversight for female, but
not male, religious; accords lay men precedence over women as a
general principle; excludes women, but not lay men, from various types
of participation in ecclesial affairs; and even provides legislation to
protect clerics from women! The unequal juridical condition of baptized
women, based on common opinion regarding their weakness and
incapacity, was reflected in approximately 33 canons of the 1917 code.
Though never affirmed as a doctrine or in principle, this judgment on

¥ Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium; hereafter, LG) 32 (emphasis added).

¥ MD 11, 16.

17 The following analysis draws upon the work of Nancy Reynolds, S.P., chair of the Committee on
Women in the Church of the Canon Law Society of America (unpublished report); Rose McDermott,
“Women in the New Code,” The Way Supplement 50 (Summer 1984): 27-37; and John V. Dolciamore
of Mundelein Seminary.
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women’s limitations was inscribed and in some sense “institutionalized”
in canon law.

But equity between baptized women and men was adopted as a
principle for the revision of canon law, and most canonists believe that
it has been substantially achieved in the 1983 code. As a result of the
revision, baptized women have essentially the same juridic status as
baptized men in the Catholic Church. Gone are the canons that give men
as husbands and fathers more say-so than their wives. Gone are the
protective canons that sought to protect women from themselves and
priests from women. Gone are most canons that opened certain ecclesial
responsibilities to lay men but explicitly excluded women. Women as
well as men can be members of diocesan synods with consultative vote,
chancellors, professors of theology, promoters of justice, and so on. One
exception to juridic equity that remains is that women cannot be
permanently installed in the lay ministries of lector and acolyte (canon
230 §1). They may, however, be admitted to the exercise of these and
other liturgical functions (canon 230 §2). Another exception
discriminates against men: the impediment of abduction can be incurred
only when a man abducts a woman for the purpose of marriage, not vice
versal

The bishops at the 1987 Synod on the Laity urged that “the
acknowledgment in theory of the active and responsible presence of
[women] in the Church must be realized in practice.”*® They also
identified the need for a critical anthropological study of “the values and
specific gifts of femininity and masculinity” and the need to address the
widespread absence of lay men from their ecclesial responsibilities.'®
Again, the presumption is that both women and men have a special
witness to give, something “original.”

The new opportunities for women in the teaching, sanctifying, and
governing functions of the Church are also new opportunities for lay
men. These are considerable, and they reflect the teaching of the council.
The real distinction that remains in canon law, then, is not between men
and women, but between the ordained and the non-ordained. This is a
differentiation based on “condition and function” in the Church, that is,
the ordained are assigned responsibilities and accorded rights not given

8 Pope John Paul II, post-synodal apostolic exhortation, “The Vocation and The Mission of the Lay
Faithful in the Church and in the World” (Christifideles laici; hereafter, CL) (30 December 1988) 51.
¥ CL 50.
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to the laity. It is perhaps surprising, then, to find in the Code of Canon
Law the following affirmation of a true equality between the ordained
and the lay faithful:

In virtue of their rebirth in Christ there exists among all the Christian faithful a true
equality with regard to dignity and the activity whereby all cooperate in the building
up of the Body of Christ in accord with each one’s own condition and function.”

It is here that we confront the development of doctrine with respect
to the vocation and mission of the laity that took place at the Second
Vatican Council.

B) The Vocation and Mission of the Laity

The council deliberately introduced certain correctives into the
Church’s life. Two of them are important for the case I am attempting
to build: the theological development of the vocation and mission of the
laity and its corresponding development of Catholic teaching on the
sacrament of holy orders (my third point). From the early part of this
century on, the movement to promote the active role of the laity and
their indispensable contribution to the life and mission of the Church
had been gathering momentum. Allow me to recall three points from the
teaching of Vatican II—the first ecumenical council to address the
vocation and mission of the laity.

First, the lay faithful share in their own way in the threefold office
of Jesus Christ, priest, prophet, and king.?! The council Fathers wanted
to overcome the perception that the hierarchy “is” the Church, while lay
people are simply the passive recipients of clerical ministry, the
“objects” but not the “subjects” of the Church’s mission. The laity share
in Christ’s priestly office when they offer their daily work, prayers, and
apostolic undertakings, family and married life, and the hardships of life
as “spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”
Through their Eucharistic worship, they offer all of these and consecrate
the world itself to God. The laity share in Christ’s prophetic office by
steadfastly clinging to the faith they have received, seeking to
understand it, and announcing the Gospel in direct proclamation and by
the witness of holy living in the world. The laity participate in Christ’s

2 Canon 208; see LG 32.
2 1,G 34-36; CL 14.
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royal office when they acquire mastery over sin in their own lives, draw
others to Christ, serve the poor and suffering, and work to overcome evil
by promoting justice and instilling moral values in social institutions and
culture.

Second, the laity participate in the saving mission of Christ and his
Church by reason of a commission from the Lord himself, given through
baptism and confirmation, and nourished at the Eucharist. Lay people,
then, do not need a special “mandate” from the hierarchy, though the
clear presumption is that they act in communion with their pastors.*

Third, the laity bear special responsibility for the Church’s mission
in the world. The opening of Gaudium et spes still has the power to stir
hearts: “The joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the people of this
age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these too are
the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.”?
This document sets out an agenda for the laity: the world-consecrating,
world-transforming task of bringing faith directly to bear on the realities
of family, culture, politics, peace, and the relations among nations. The
council envisioned the laity as working from within—Ilike the leaven that
makes the dough rise or the salt that gives savor to the feast—ushering
in God’s kingdom, bringing to birth a civilization of love.”* By fulfilling
their ordinary duties in the spirit of the Gospel, by their work, and by
the witness of their faith, hope, and charity, the Catholic laity announce
Christ to their neighbors. In those places to which they alone have
access, they are the Church. They have the indispensable role of
“incarnating” the Gospel, bringing it to bear on the common human
tasks of living in dignity and harmony, justice and peace—in other
words, of evangelizing culture.

Some protest that because women are excluded from the priesthood,
they are “second-class citizens,” or that they are excluded from full
participation in the life of the Church. But if all women are excluded

Jfrom the priesthood, so are all lay men. Shall we say then that the laity
are, by definition, excluded from full participation in the Church’s life
and mission? Or that the laity are not equal in dignity and activity to the
clergy? The council answered no. The answer hinges on how “equality”

21.G33.

BGS 1.

# See LG 31; Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People (Apostolicam actuositatem) 1-14; GS 43; CL
15. .



WOMEN’S ORDINATION AND DOCTRINAL DEVELOPMENT 315

and “full participation” are defined.

First, equality. Lumen gentium recalls that the order and diversity of
functions, ministries, and charisms serve the unity of the Body of Christ
(Rom 12:4-5). “By Christ’s will some are established as teachers,
dispensers of the mysteries and pastors for the others,” without
prejudice to “a true equality” based on the dignity and activity common
to all the faithful® “Equality” here does not mean “identity.” It
describes the equal personal dignity of persons who bear diverse roles.
It allows for a functional “inequality”—if you will—in the service of the
community.?® This recalls St. Paul’s message: “The eye cannot say to
the hand, I have no need of you, nor again the head to the feet, I have no
need of you” (1 Cor 12:21). Baptismal equality does not preclude a
diversity of gifts and charisms, services and offices. These are
indispensable to common life. The distinction between the people and
their pastors is ordered to their communion; pastors and people depend
upon one another. They “are bound to each other,” the council says, “by
a mutual necessity.””” Both are essential to the accomplishment of the
Church’s mission. This is the council’s version of the “discipleship of
equals.”

Second, full participation. “Full participation” in the Catholic
Church, as the council defined it, belongs to fully initiated members who
are united by bonds of a common faith, sacraments, and ecclesiastical
government, and who possess the Spirit of Christ by persevering in
charity.”® Full participation is available to all baptized-confirmed-
communicant members of the Church. The vocation of the Christian
faithful is to holiness, the perfection of charity.” This goal is achieved
by those—lay and ordained—who live in a communion of love with God
and neighbor in this world and attain everlasting life in the next. Our
vocation is to be saints! And the mission of the Church is to continue
Christ’s saving work until he returns: to proclaim the good news of our
salvation in word and deed; to bring sinners to baptism and
reconciliation and to form the Christian community; and to transform
culture through doing the works of mercy and justice, reconciliation and

S LG 32.

% See Benedict Ashley, Justice in the Church (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America,
1996), chapter 1, for the use of this distinction.

7LG 32.

BLG 14.

P LG 39-42.
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liberation. This is the common mission of the baptized. Although the full
potential of lay participation in the life and mission of the Church has
yet to be achieved, and much more needs to be done to promote and
foster this, no doctrine or law prohibits it. We can all begin
immediately! Sexist attitudes and prejudices against lay involvement
may in practice prevent what the Church calls for and allows, but no
one can be stopped from striving for holiness and proclaiming the
Gospel in word and deed.

This is the point of development: the laity have a vocation to
holiness, the call to become saints, and a mission to bring the Gospel of
Jesus Christ to daily life, families, culture, science, the arts, politics,
economics, in order to establish the reign of God in this world. When
“full participation” is defined in terms of the specific service of the
ordained, the appropriation of this vision of the laity’s vocation and
mission is compromised. Advocacy for women’s ordination can be an
expression of a new clericalism. The effort to introduce women into a
“renewed priestly ministry” can give exaggerated importance to the
ministry of the ordained. It can betray a failure to grasp the ecclesial
value of lay work and witness in the world. It risks downplaying the
contributions of women whose participation is shaped by marriage, by
some form of consecrated life, or by a professional commitment to
ecclesial service. But the Spirit’s gifts are shared with all the faithful,
and the service and witness of the laity, women and men, is essential to
the Church’s common life and to its mission of salvation in the world.

The Church teaches that all the baptized, each “according to his or
her particular condition,” participate in the Church’s mission.*® The
qualification is important, for although the whole people of God is a
priestly, prophetic, and kingly people, there are two distinct titles or
modes of participation in this triple office. Lumen gentium also speaks
of two modes—common and ministerial—of sharing in the one
priesthood of Christ. In a sentence whose significance has been
appreciated only gradually since the council, it affirms that the common
priesthood and the ministerial priesthood differ from one another in
kind and not only in degree, and that they are ordered to one another.’'
Ordination does not confer a new and higher degree of baptism; it is a
distinct gift, a different share in Christ’s priesthood, given not for one’s

3 Code of Canon Law, canon 204 §1.
' LG 10 (emphasis added).
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own salvation but for the service of God and of the Church. The
ministerial priesthood does not replace the common priesthood but exists
to promote it. For this reason, the difference in kind does not derogate
from the equality—that is, the equal personal dignity—of the laity with
the ordained. Women suffer no injustice, then, in being excluded from
this office.

V. WOMEN AND THE MINISTERIAL PRIESTHOOD

The third line of reasoning that views women’s ordination as a
necessary and authentic development points out that the traditional
objection to the admission of women has been eliminated, namely, a use
of the biblical doctrine of male “headship” which portrayed women as
unilaterally subordinate. It doubts that the theological obstacle—Jesus’
choice of twelve men—identified by the Magisterium can be established
by modern critical methods to be normative for the ordained ministry
through the ages.

Twenty years ago attention was focused on the plausibility of the
theological reasons proposed to support the Tradition; today the focus
has shifted to the scriptural argument from the choice of the Twelve.*
Does the Lord’s choice of twelve men in the first century have an
ongoing sacramental significance in the Church today? The question
turns not on the status of women and their capacity (or lack of it) to
represent the eminence of degree proper to males, but rather on whether
the Lord intended to give the apostolic charge only to men for reasons
that continue to hold good (e.g., men’s capacity to represent Jesus Christ
in his relationship with the Church).

I will pass over the objections of those who deny that the Lord
intended to found the Church and to entrust his ministry of shepherding
the flock to a particular group within the community.** Some scholars
who accept the divine institution of the Church and of holy orders

32 Inter insigniores 5 and 6 supplied theological reasoning to support its decision. Pope John Paul II’s
apostolic letter Ordinatio sacerdotalis does not directly invoke these arguments.

% For a recent, sober judgment from a Catholic exegete, see Adetbert Denaux, “Did Jesus Found the
Church?” Louvain Studies 21 (1996): 25-45. See also Guy Mansini, “On Affirming a Dominical Intention
of a Male Priesthood,” The Thomist 61 (1997): 301-16 for a look at the question from a dogmatic
standpoint. These objections touch the very constitution of the Church and threaten to sever the
episcopal pattern of ministry that evolved in the early Church from its roots in the will of Christ.
Moreover they undermine the nature of holy orders as a sacrament instituted by Christ.
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sincerely question, however, whether Christ’s choice of men to fill this
role is actually normative. They point out, for example, that the function
of the Twelve as witnesses of the resurrection cannot be handed on, and
therefore the fact that women could not be official witnesses in apostolic
times has no further relevance. Or, they point out that the symbolism of
twelve men pertains in a special way to the twelve patriarchs as heads
of the twelve tribes and therefore to the eschatological restoration of
Israel.** But this, too, is particular to the Twelve, not to their
successors, so it seems to have no permanent relevance. Even if the truth
of these objections is granted, they do not account for all the evidence.

Note that a re-examination of the traditional arguments was carried
out by theologians in preparation for the Vatican Declaration of 1976.
It revealed that some ancient authors and liturgico-canonical collections
did appeal to the Lord’s example when the Church’s practice was
challenged. His choice of men and not women—aneither his female
disciples nor his Mother—to be among the Twelve was used as a
justification for reserving priestly functions and ordination to men by
sources as early as the second century, and was laid out at some length
in the fourth century.*® It is not just the Pauline ban which has served to
explain the Church’s practice. Early sources also appeal to “the
command of the Lord” and the “law of the Gospel.” There is a tradition
of appealing to the Lord’s example, and specifically to his choice of
men, not women, as members of the Twelve.*®

It is important to correlate this question with the teaching of Vatican
II. The council prepared the way for an understanding of the
sacramental significance of the Twelve and their successors the bishops,
that is, their function as “sacramental signs” of the Lord’s own presence
as Head and Shepherd of the Church. My third point, then, is that there
has been a development of doctrine regarding the sacramental nature of
the ministerial priesthood, a question integrally linked with the Lord’s
choice of the Twelve. This development, affirmed and then set in motion
at the Second Vatican Council, took place without reference to the
question of ordaining women. After the fact, however, several features

* See Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals (New York: Crossroad, 1993), chap. 8.

% Inter insigniores 1, notes 5-6; Commentary on Inter insigniores (Washington, D.C.: USCC, 1977),
22-23, notes 26-29. See also Louis Ligier, “Women and the Ministerial Priesthood,” Origins 7 (20 April
1978): 694-701, at 696.

% For a review of the data, see Hauke, Women in the Priesthood?, 404-44.
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of the council’s teaching appear relevant.

The first is one I have already mentioned: the council taught that the
common priesthood and the ministerial priesthood differ from one
another in kind, not in degree, and that they are ordered to one another.
They do not exist on a continuum of less to more, but are distinct and
complementary ways of participating in the one priesthood of Christ.
The ministerial priesthood, moreover, exists for the sake of the common
priesthood. It serves to promote the holiness, worship, and mission of
the rest of the baptized.

Second, by ordination, the priest and bishop are established in a new
relationship to Jesus Christ which, in turn, places them in a new
relationship to the rest of the baptized.>’ Their ecclesial identity, in other
words, has a Christological foundation. Ordination is not simply an
intensification or specification of the common priesthood they already
possess. The Holy Spirit confers a different gift on those ordained to the
priesthood and the episcopate, namely, the authority and capacity to act
in the person of Christ the Head (in persona Christi capitis)*® with
respect to the rest of the baptized. They are called and equipped to rule
and form the holy people, to be the teachers, dispensers of mysteries,
and pastors.

Third, the fullness of the sacrament of orders, the fullness of the
priesthood, is conferred by episcopal ordination.** The council settled a
long debate when it taught that episcopacy is conferred by a sacrament,
not just by a juridical appointment or canonical mission. It opened a
new line of reasoning when it taught that episcopal ordination confers
authority not only for sacramental functions reserved to bishops
(confirming, ordaining) but also for their teaching and governing
functions.*

Fourth, the bishop is called to exercise Christ’s own ministry of High
Priest, Teacher, and Shepherd of the flock. The bishop’s ministry is a

% LG 21; see Pope John Paul Il, post-synodal apostolic exhortation, “I Will Give You Shepherds”
(Pastores dabo vobis), Origins 21, no. 45 (16 April 1992): 717, 719-60, at art. 16.

3 See the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests (Presbyterorum ordinis) 2, and Catechism of the
Catholic Church (hereafter CCC), nos. 875 and 1585. For more on the Council's intention, see my
article, “Priestly Identity: ‘Sacrament of Christ the Head,”” Worship 70, no. 4 (July 1996): 290-306.

40 ﬁ)ci;d.zéée CCC 1558. See also Peter ]. Drilling, “The Priest, Prophet and King Trilogy: Elements of
its Meaning in Lumen gentium and for Today,” Eglise et théologie 19 (1988): 179-206. What was

previously thought to belong to bishops by virtue of papal appointment—the power of jurisdiction—is
now accounted for as the consequence of episcopal ordination.
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visible sign of Christ’s ongoing service to the Church: through him,
Christ calls, gathers, builds up, and unifies his Church.*’ The council
taught that ordination, which presupposes the sacraments of Christian
initiation, confers—by the anointing of the Holy Spirit—a special
character which configures the bishop (and also his co-worker, the
priest) to Christ in his role as Head of the Church. As High Priest,
Teacher, and Shepherd, the bishop is the pre-eminent sign of Christ’s
headship; he exercises authority in the name and in the person of Christ,
the supreme Pastor.

Fifth, the council taught that the bishops “have by divine institution
taken the place of the apostles as pastors of the Church in such wise that
whoever listens to them is listening to Christ and whoever despises them
despises Christ and him who sent Christ.”** Jesus called the Twelve and
set Peter at their head; today—by a kind of analogy-—the episcopal
college represents the apostolic college, and the bishop of Rome, Peter
at its head.® This hierarchical structure belongs to the very constitution
of the Church, and has a sacramental function. According to the
council’s teaching, it is not just the result of an historical development,
arising from the practical need to organize for mission. It is de jure
divino, willed and instituted by Christ. When the council taught, then,
that the fullness of the sacrament of orders is conferred by episcopal
consecration, its teaching had reference to the sacramental structure of
the Church. This completed the teaching of Vatican I on the nature of
the Church by showing how the bishops share, with and under the pope,
the bishop of Rome, responsibility for the Church.

What has this to do with reserving priestly orders to men? Why
couldn’t any baptized Christian, man or woman, be chosen to fulfill this
office of apostolic leadership and be a sign of Christ the Head? On what
grounds is it reserved to men? Here is where the argument from Jesus’
choice of the Twelve comes in. It is intimately associated with the
theology of holy orders advanced at the council, but takes the further
step of identifying the choice of men and not women as something
included in the Lord’s own intention. As I have already noted, this step
is based on an ancient precedent elicited precisely by innovations and
challenges to the Church’s customary practice.

“1G 21
LG 20.
# LG 22, prefatory note of explanation, no. 1.
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This is the Magisterium’s account: Jesus called the Twelve, as
Scripture tells us, after spending a whole night in prayer (Luke 6:12),
and he chose them only from among his male disciples. Since he had
broken with the customs of his time by including women among his
disciples (Mark 15:40-41; Luke 8:2-3; 23:49), it cannot be
demonstrated that his choice of men for this office represents
acquiescence to religious or cultural norms that dictated appropriate
roles for women. His indifference to such conventions is apparent in the
Gospels and commands wide agreement. (It is the presupposition, in
fact, of a leading feminist reconstruction of Christian origins.)*
Tradition has consistently taken Jesus’ example in choosing men for the
Twelve to be deliberate. And since the tradition has always seen in the
Twelve the foundation and model of the ministerial priesthood, it has
regarded this choice as binding for the faithful transmission of the
sacrament of apostolic ministry.*

In his apostolic letter of Pentecost, 1994, the Pope does not introduce
any new arguments but states authoritatively that the Church is bound
by the Lord’s own “way of acting in choosing twelve men whom he
made the foundation of his church.”* He affirms that the Twelve did not
receive “only a function which could thereafter be exercised by any
member of the church; rather, they were specifically and intimately
associated in the mission of the Incarnate Word himself.”*” When the
apostles chose fellow-workers who would succeed them in their
ministry, they followed Christ’s example in choosing only men. Texts
from Vatican II, specifically Lumen gentium 20 and 21, are cited in the
footnotes to link this with previous teaching regarding the representative
function of the apostles and their successors.

My third point, then, is that the development of doctrine achieved at
Vatican II included a clarification of the sacramental structure of the
Church. By reason of the sacrament of holy orders, a bishop is the

* Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian
Origins (New York: Crossroad, 1984), 99-159.

“ Two helpful essays on this topic are Othmar Perler, “L’évéque, représentant du Christ selon les
documents des premiers siécles,” in L’épiscopat et IEglise universelle, Unam Sanctam 39 (Paris: Les
Editions du Cerf, 1962), 1-66; and Robert Murray, “Titles Shared by Christ and the Apostles or
Bishops,” in Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1975), 159-204.

4 “Ordination and Women,” 2.

47 'The New Testament texts offered in support of this are Matt 10:1, 7-8; 28:16-20; Mark 3:13-19;
16:14-15.
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representative of the Lord Jesus in the midst of the community; in his
office as Shepherd, Teacher, and High Priest he acts by the power and
in the person of Christ the Head. By that same sacrament the bishop
becomes a member of the episcopal college and a successor of the
apostles. We know from the Gospels that the Lord chose men to
represent him and continue his ministry. From this, the Church
concludes that in instituting this sacrament as a gift for his Church, the
Lord intended to reserve it to males.* Since the Church cannot change
the substance of the sacraments, it has no authority to change this.

The key to understanding why the Catholic Church judges that this
question is not open to a development of doctrine in the direction of
ordaining women may lie in the discovery that an alternative
development, in clear continuity with previous teaching, has already
taken place. This alternative development recognizes that the Lord
provided his Church with a sacramental ministry which acts not only by
his power but as his representation—in his person. Taken together, the
council’s teachings on the difference in kind between the common and
the ministerial priesthood, the sacramentality of the episcopate, and the
collegial structure of the Church as rooted in the apostolic college all
reinforce the plausibility that those who exercise the Lord’s ministry vis-
a-vis the rest of the baptized, and make him present in his capacity as
Head and Shepherd, should be identifiable by some visible sign.*’ The
constant tradition confirms this by insisting that the ministerial
priesthood is reserved to baptized males. In response to the third
objection, then, the Magisterium presses the point that the ordained do
not only carry out a function; they also have, like the Twelve, the role
of representing Christ. They are signs of Christ in his relationship with
the Church.

In addition, as we have seen in relation to the first two points, the
Church’s “anthropology”—its account of the human person and the

* According to a clarification offered by the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission and
accepted by the Holy See in 1994, the derivation of holy orders from the will and institution of Jesus
Christ “does not necessarily imply a direct and explicit action by Jesus in the course of his earthly life,”
but may fulfill his implicit intentions which received explicit formulation only after the resurrection,
“either in words of the risen Lord himself or through his Holy Spirit instructing the primitive community
(Jn 14:25-26).” See “Vatican Says Clarifications Strengthen Agreement,” Origins 24, no. 17 (6 October
1994): 299-304, at 303.

¥ Louis Ligier (“Women and the Ministerial Priesthood™) develops this in the categories of
sacramental theology. He argues that the specification of the subject belongs to the “substance” of the
sacraments that cannot be changed (697).
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significance of sexual difference—consistently acknowledges the value
of sexual difference. It is entirely in keeping with this to admit the
significance of maleness for the sacramental representation of Christ.
The priest gives visibility to the presence of Christ “facing” the Church.
He is the sign of the “absolute priority of the grace of the Risen Christ
upon which the whole Church depends.”™

VI. CONCLUSION

I conclude, then, that there has been a significant development of
doctrine in response to the first two objections, and that it clearly
establishes the human and baptismal equality of women with men. This
equality does not cancel out the diversity of the sexes but presupposes
it. There has also been a development of doctrine with respect to the
equality of dignity between the laity and the ordained, between the
common and the ministerial priesthood. This too presupposes diverse
functions and gifts. The call to ministerial priesthood is a gift to which
no one has a right; consequently, no one—man or woman—can lay
claim to it. The equality of the baptized has to do with access not to
particular offices within the Church but to salvation. Finally, in
response to the third objection, I suggest that the development of
doctrine regarding the sacramental nature of the ministerial priesthood
that took place at Vatican II anticipated this question. It providés a
trajectory that meets the question by highlighting the Lord’s choice of
the Twelve, and by linking that choice to the call to represent him in the
midst of the Church. It is not just his ministry but his person that the
bishop (and the priest) represent. The condition for sacramental
signification, in this case, is maleness.’!

Maleness, in this scenario, is not a sign of superiority in the order of
values, or of eminence of degree. It is certainly not a sign of domination.
The equality of the sexes is not in question, but only the difference
between the sexes. There is a certain correlation, here, between the
mutual differentiation of roles in the Church—the common and the

3% Pastores dabo vobis 16.

*! Ligier, anticipating the objection that baptism, not maleness, is the only “sign of Christ” required
for ordination, argues that the res of one sacrament—baptism—cannot serve as the sacramentum tantum
of another—holy orders. From this he concludes that a baptized male is the perceptible sign that is a
prerequisite and condition for ministerial priesthood (“Women and the Ministerial Priesthood,” 700).
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ministerial priesthood—and the mutual differentiation or
complementarity of the sexes.”

Those who dismiss too quickly the appeal to the Lord’s choice of the
Twelve overlook, in my opinion, the solution that stands in clear
continuity with the tradition and allows the simplest correlation with
other truths of our faith. They propose a radical solution—even a
reconstruction of Christian symbols—where a course correction will
suffice.

A doctrinal corrective, of course, will not be enough. It must be
augmented in practice by the conversion of men—and women—to a
mutual subjection out of reverence for Christ, by the determination of
the laity to take full possession of their baptismal rights and
responsibilities, and by the commitment of bishops and priests to the
imitation of Christ’s sacrificial service in self-donating love.

52 See John McDade, “Gender Matters: Women and Priesthood,” The Month 255 (July 1994): 254-
59; and Mary Douglas, “The Gender of the Beloved,” The Heythrop Journal 36 (1995): 397-408.
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divine eternity as a timeless (rather than everlasting) mode
of existence tend to follow the pattern and the agenda
established by Elenore Stump and Norman Kretzmann in their
influential 1981 article, “Eternity.”’ Their original paper is a
persuasive analysis, defense, and creative appropriation of the
traditional Boethian definition of eternity as “the complete
possession all at once of illimitable life” (“aeternitas igitur est
interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta possessio”).”? The
defenders of the classical doctrine of timeless eternity have
targeted for criticism three major problems in the
Stump-Kretzmann position: (1) the historical claim that the
Neoplatonic tradition in general and Boethius in particular
conceived eternity as involving an extended duration;’ (2) the
related philosophical claim that timeless eternity necessarily
implies some kind of infinite, atemporal, extended duration; and
(3) the attempt to conceptualize the relationship between eternity
and time in terms of a species of simultaneity that is relative to a
particular frame of reference.
I do not intend to rehearse these critical exchanges over the
Stump-Kretzmann position or to provide a direct evaluation of its

CONTEMPORARY DISCUSSIONS of the classical doctrine of

! The Journal of Philosophy 78 (1981): 429-58.

% Consolatio philosophae, book S, prose 6, p. 422, Il. 9-11, in the Loeb Classical Library, vol. 74
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973).

®In chapter 8 of Time, Creation, and the Continuum (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 98-130,
Richard Sorabji claims that the Neoplatonic tradition in general, and Boethius in particular, rejected the
idea that timeless eternity is a kind of extended duration. 1 find Sorabji’s analysis to be convincing.

525



526 BRIAN J. SHANLEY, O.P.

philosophical viability.* I am concerned instead to argue that their
lumping together of Aquinas with Augustine, Boethius, and
Anselm as a proponent of their version of eternity has resulted in
a misinterpretation of Aquinas’s position.” While much of what
Stump and Kretzmann say about eternity does indeed hold true
for Aquinas, their interpretation of him errs in identifying his
position with their version of the Boethian view, especially on the
much-debated issue of whether eternity is an extended duration.®
I will show that while Aquinas does hold that divine eternity is an
atemporal duration, it is not infinitely extended in the way that
Stump and Kretzmann claim.

Aquinas’s understanding of eternity has received relatively
scant attention in the contemporary literature,” where he has been
largely relegated to passing references and footnote discussions.®

* A summary, analysis, and bibliographical guide to the debate can be found in Brian Leftow’s Time
and Eternity (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 147-82. Stump and Kretzmann have subsequently
written another response to their critics: “Eternity, Awareness, and Action,” Faith and Philosophy 9
(1992): 463-82. A more recent entrant into the fray is Kathrin A. Rogers, “Eternity Has No Duration,”
Religious Studies 30 (1994): 1-16. She argues against both Stump-Kretzmann and Leftow on historical
and philosophical grounds.

5 Stump and Kretzmann specifically name Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, and Aquinas as proponents
of their interpretation of the classical doctrine in “Eternity, Awareness, and Action,” 464.

¢ In the context of attributing a view of eternity as an infinitely extended duration to Boethius, Stump
and Kretzmann write: “Medieval philosophers after Boethius, who depend on him for their conception
of eternity, also clearly understand eternal existence in that sense” (433). In the corresponding footnote,
they specifically attribute this view to Aquinas in Summa theologiae |, q. 10. They reiterate that claim in
“Eternity, Action, and Awareness,” 479 n. 5; here they acknowledge, however, that their interpretation
of Aquinas is not in line with what he says in the Sentences. This leads them to claim that there is
development in Aquinas from the Sentences to the Summa; 1 will contest that claim.

7 Ironically, the analytic philosopher who seems to have the best grasp of Aquinas on eternity is
Christopher Hughes, On a Complex Theory of a Simple God (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989),
115-20; the irony stems from the fact that the book is largely critical of Aquinas. Yet it would be unfair
to pin the blame for neglect upon analytic philosophers. A perusal of Thomistic bibliographical materials
reveals that not much attention has been paid to his views on eternity by thinkers of any stripe. The best
recent overview of Aquinas’s position is in chapter 6 of Brian Davies’s The Thought of Thomas Aquinas
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). See also Markus H. Wdrner, “Der Sinn von ‘Ewigkeit’ und
seine Deutung bei Thomas von Aquin,” in Ontologie und Theologie: Bestrige zum Problem der Metaphysik
bei Aristoteles und Thomas von Aquin, ed. Matthias Lutz-Bachmann (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1988),
79-101. Much the same appears again in Worner’s “Eternity,” Irish Philosophical Journal 6 (1989): 3-26.
The most recent treatment of Aquinas is Nikolaus Wandinger’s overview of the literature in “Der Begriff
der “Aeternitas’ bei Thomas von Aquin,” Zeitschrift fiir Katholische Theologie 116 (1994): 301-20.

8 All of Stump and Kretzmann’s references to Aquinas in “Eternity" are found in the footnotes. Leftow
is slightly more generous and certainly more careful in his comments, but he too tends to marginalize
Aquinas and erroneously conflate his thought with that of others (e.g., Anselm).
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Following the lead of Stump and Kretzmann, the prevailing
assumption seems to be that Aquinas’s understanding of eternity
adds little to the original position of Boethius. Ironically, Aquinas
himself appears to encourage this interpretation insofar as he
usually cites and endorses Boethius’s definition of eternity; this is
true in STh 1, g. 10, for example, which is the discussion most
often cited by contemporary interpreters. Yet while Boethius is
certainly a strong influence on Aquinas, anyone familiar with
medieval thinkers in general and Aquinas in particular knows that
an approving citation of a definition from a recognized authority
does not automatically entail an identical understanding.’ It is a
mistake to conflate Aquinas and Boethius on eternity. Aquinas
certainly stands squarely in the Neoplatonic tradition regarding
eternity, but he works out his position in the light of his own
original metaphysical insights and doctrine of God.

My central purpose in this paper is to remedy the current
neglect and misinterpretation of Aquinas’s position by providing
a full account of his understanding of divine eternity. I shall
follow a chronological approach and provide a careful textual
analysis of Aquinas’s three major treatments of the subject.'® First
is his discussion in book 1 of the Scriptum super libros
Sententiarum (begun in 1252). This neglected text provides some
details not found in other places and reveals that the substance of
Aquinas’s position was settled early in his career. Second is book
1 of the Summa contra gentiles (begun in 1258-59), where the
freedom to follow his own designs makes clearer the role and
meaning of eternity within his doctrine of God. Third is the
summation of his position in STh 1, . 10 (begun in 1266). In
each case I shall be attentive to both content and context;
attention to the latter will not only make Aquinas’s methodology
more explicit but will also reveal his reasons for ascribing eternity
to God and its role in his overall approach to God. Finally, once
Aquinas’s position has been adequately articulated, it will then be

? See chapter 4 of M.-D. Chenu, O.P., Toward an Understanding of Saint Thomas, trans. Landry and
Hughes (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1964) for an explanation of the role of authorities in
Aquinas’s thought.

101 have adopted the chronology proposed by Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., in his Initiation & saint
Thomas d'Aquin (Fribourg: Editions Universitaires; Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1993).
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possible to return to the contemporary discussion.

I. DIVINE ETERNITY IN THE SCRIPTUM SUPER LIBROS
SENTENTIARUM

The Sentences of Peter Lombard, essentially a synthetic
compilation and exposition of authoritative patristic teachings
(especially Augustine), was the standard theological textbook of
Aquinas’s era.'’ As a bachelor of theology, Aquinas was required
to lecture on Lombard’s Sentences and his Scriptum super libros
Sententiarum is the fruit of those early lectures. Although Aquinas
was free to choose which issues he would discuss, he was also
bound to adhere to the theological architectonic of the original
text. As is evident with the subject of divine eternity, however, the
Lombard’s presentation did not always lend itself to order and
economy. Eventually Aquinas would be able to articulate his own
approach, but at this point it is important to keep in mind that he
is constrained by the text that he is commenting on.

Aquinas’s first discussion of divine eternity comes in the
context of book I, distinction 8, a mosaic of mainly Augustinian
passages regarding the divine essence. Following the Lombard’s
procedure, Aquinas first offers his own interpretation of Exodus
3:14 (“Qui est™) as expressive of the ultimate perfection of the
divine nature.'* Question 1 establishes that “Qui est” is the most
proper name of God because God’s nature or quiddity is nothing
other than the pure act of being (esse) itself." In every other being

" For the historical background to Aquinas’s work on Peter Lombard, see Torrell, Initiation, 58-66;
and Chenu, Toward an Understanding, 264-76.

'2 For an analysis of Aquinas’s approach to Exodus 3:14 and its relationship to the Augustinian
tradition of interpretation, see Emilie Zum Brunn, “La *métaphysique de ’Exode’ selon Thomas
d’Aquin,” in Diex et l'étre: exégéses d'Exode 3,14 et de Coran 20, 11-24, ed. Centre d’études des religions
du livre, CNRS (Paris: Etudes augustiniennes, 1978), 245-69.

B There are four arguments to show that esse is the nature of God in d. 8, q. 1, a. 1. The fourth is
the most important and shows the influence of Avicenna’s distinction between esse and essentia: “Quarta
ratio potest sumi ex verbis Avicennae, tract. VIII Metaph., cap. I, in hunc modum, quod, cum in omni
quod est sit considerare quidditatem suam, per quam subsistit in natura determinata, et esse suum, per
quod dicitur de eo quod est in actu, hoc nomen res imponitur rei a quidditate sua, secundum Avicennam,
tract. Il Metaph., cap. 1, hoc nomen qui est vel ens imponitur ab ipso actu essendi. Cum autem ita sit
quod in qualibet re creata essentia sua differat a suo esse, res illa proprie denominatur a quiddate sua,
et non ab actu essendi, sicut homo ab humanitate. In Deo autem ipsum esse suum est sua quidditas: et
ideo nomen quod sumitur ab esse, proprie nomen ipsum, et est proprium nomen ejus: sicut proprium
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esse is determined to a particular, finite, received mode by a
distinct essence.’® Aquinas then goes on to consider three
attributes as expressive of the divine perfection of being: eternity
as the measure of divine esse (q. 2); immutability
(incommutabilitas) (q. 3); and simplicity (q. 4). This is an
Augustinian ordering of attributes that does not suit Aquinas well
and that will not be repeated once he is free to proceed according
to his own lights."”” Specifically, it does not permit Aquinas to
argue for divine eternity by showing its connection with
immutability; here he simply assumes and explains eternity.
The heart of Aquinas’s discussion is contained in q. 2, a. 1,
where he introduces Boethius’s definition of eternity (it is not in
the Lombard’s text) and asks whether it is appropriate. His
exposition hinges upon taking eternity to mean “being beyond
limitations” (ens extra terminos).' Eternity is thus to be defined
negatively as a transcending of temporal and metaphysical
limitations. He explains that there are three main ways in which
something can be limited. The first two limits concern temporal
duration: (1) something can be limited by having a beginning and
an end or (2) it can be limited by having flowing temporal parts.
The third possible limitation is metaphysical: every esse received
in a distinct supposit or form is limited to a particular finite mode

nomen hominis quod sumitur a quidditate sua.” (I am citing the Sentences text as edited by Mandonnet
[Paris, 1929]. 1 shall follow the orthography of the cited edition throughout this article.) It should be
noted that although Aquinas adopts Avicenna’s distinction between esse and essentia, he criticizes
Avicenna for regarding esse as a kind of accident rather than as the basic actuality and perfection of
being. For more on this controversial point and an overview of the relationship between Aquinas and
Avicenna, see John F. Wippel’s “The Latin Avicenna as a Source for Aquinas’s Metaphysics,” Freiburger
Zeitschrift fiir Philosophie und Theologie 37 (1990): 65-72.

*In a. 2 Aquinas explains: “Nihil habet esse, nisi inquantum participat divinum esse, quia ipsum est
primum ens, quare causa est omnis entis. Sed omne quod est participatum in aliquo, est in eo per modum
par ticipantis: quia nihil potest recipere ultra mensuram suam. Cum igitur modus cujuslibet rei creatae
sit finitus, quaelibet res creata recipit esse finitum et inferius divino esse quod est perfectissimum.” For
an overview of the distinction between esse and essentia in Aquinas, see chapters 5 and 6 of John F.
Wippel’s Metaphysical Themes in Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1984). For an overview of participation in Aquinas, see the same author’s “Thomas
Aquinas and Participation,” in Studies in Medieval Philosophy, ed. Wippel (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 1987), 117-58.

!5 Zum Brunn, “La ‘métaphysique de ’Exode,”” 250-51.

!¢ The same approach to eternity is found later (1272) in his In Liber de causis, q. 1, a. 2, n. 48:
“Nomen igitur aeternitas indeficientiam quamdam sive interminabilitatem importat: dicitur enim
aeternum quasi ens extra terminos” (Rome: Marietti, 1955).
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of existing.'” Aquinas then goes on to show that Boethius’s
definition is tantamount to a denial of these three kinds of
limitation in God. Interminabilis vitae is a denial of the possibility
of a beginning or an end in God, thus distinguishing God from
what is generable and corruptible.’® Tota simul is a denial that
there is either succession or temporal parts within the divine life;
the divine life is not sequential or divisible like beings that are
subject to time and motion."” Perfecta implies that the divine esse
is absolutum and perfectum because it is not limited by the
potentiality of a distinct receiving principle; thus even though
spiritual creatures are not subject to temporal motion, they
nonetheless are not eternal because their esse is immersed in
created potentiality.

Three of the responses to objections merit explicit
consideration. The first reveals that Aquinas’s approach to divine
eternity is a conscious exercise in the via megativa of the
Dionysian tradition. As we shall see, this is a consistent theme in

17 “Esse autem aliquod potest dici terminatum tripliciter: vel secundum durationem totam, et hoc
modo dicitur terminatum quod habet principium et finem; vel ratione partium durationis, et hoc modo
dicitur terminatum illud cujus quaelibet pars accepta terminata est ad praecedens, praesens et sequens:
sicut est accipere in motu; vel ratione suppositi in quo esse recipitur: esse enim recipitur in aliquo
secundum modum ipsius, et ideo terminatur, sicut et quaelibet alia forma, quae de se communis est, et
secundum quod recipitur in aliquo, terminatur ad illud.” Note that the fourth objection also identifies
duration with temporal parts: “Sed de ratione durationis est quod partes ejus non sunt simul.”

% “Dico ergo, quod ad excludendam primam terminationem, quae est principii et finis totius
durationis, ponitur, interminabilis vitae, et per hoc dividitur aeternum ab his quae generantur et
corrumpuntur.”

1 “Ad excludendum autem secundum terminationem, scilicet partium durationis, additur, totum
simul: per hoc enim excluditur successio partium, pro qua unaquaeque pars finita est et transit; et per
hoc dividitur aeternum a motu et tempore, etiamsi semper fuissent et futura essent, sicut quidam
posuerunt.” In the reply to the fourth objection he specifies each term’s meaning: “Ad quartum
dicendum, quod in successivis est duplex imperfectio: una ratione divisionis, alia ratione successionis,
quia una pars non est cum alia parte; unde non habent esse nisi secundum aliquid sui. Ut autem
excludatur omnis imperfectio a divino esse, oportet ipsum intelligere sine aliqua divisione partium
perfectum, et hoc dicit nomen tota: non enim dicit rationem partium. Item oportet ipsum intelligere sine
successione, et hoc notatur per adverbium simul.” Tota is explained in ad $ as being designed to remove
the imperfection associated with duration: “Ad quintum dicendum, quod imperfectio esse potest
considerari dupliciter. Vel quantum ad durationem, et sic dicitur esse imperfectum cui deest aliquid de
spatio durationis debitae; sicut dicimus vitam hominis qui moritur in puertia, imperfectam vitam; et talis
imperfectio tollitur per ly ‘tota”.”

2 “Ad excludendum tertiam terminationem, quae est ex parte recipientis, additur, perfecta: illud enim
in quo non est esse absolutum, sed terminatum per recipiens, non habet esse perfectum, sed illud solum
quod est suum esse: et per hoc dividitur esse acternum ab esse rerum immobilium creatarum, quae habent
esse participatum, sicut spirituales creaturae.”
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Aquinas’s writings on eternity, although it is often overlooked by
contemporary interpreters. Because our intellects are
fundamentally inadequate to grasp the divine nature, Aquinas
never claims to provide a strict definition of divine eternity, but
rather only to say what it is not. The Boethian formula is not a
quidditative definition of divine eternity in the eyes of Aquinas,
but rather primarily a negative formulation. It should also be
noted that he is able to define eternity, negatively, as an
indivisible unity.*!

In the third response Aquinas considers how eternity can be a
“measure” of the divine being and why it is described as a kind of
“life.” Defining “measure” in Aquinas is a rather complicated
matter that I do not intend to try to untangle.”* Suffice it to say
that measure encompasses any standard by which some degree of
actuality is judged or known; time, for example, numbers and
measures the duration of motion. What is important here is to see
that eternity is not an extrinsic measure of the divine esse, but
rather is identical with the divine esse. In this sense it is only a
quasi mensura, resulting from our tendency to conceive eternity
as analogous to other measures like time and aeviternity. Aquinas
then adds that vita is included in the definition in order to
emphasize that eternity is associated with activity; it is not the
domain of static abstractions (mathematical entities) but rather the
very being of the living God.”

 “Ad primum ergo dicendum, quod simplicia, et praecipue divina, nullo modo melius manifestantur
quam per remotionem, ut dicit Dionysius, De divinis nomin., cap. VI, §3, col. 870, t. I. Cujus ratio est,
quia ipsorum esse intellectu perfecte non potest comprehendere; et ideo ex negationibus eorum quae ab
ipso removentur, manducitur intellectibus ad ea aliqualiter cognoscenda. Unde et punctus negatione
definitur. Et praeterea in ratione aeternitatis est quaedam negatio, inquantum aeternitas est unitas, et
unitas est indivisio, et hujusmodi non possunt sine negatione definiri.” For a general treatment of
Aquinas’s understanding of the limitations of our intellects in understanding God, see chapter 8 of
Wippel’s Metaphysical Themes: “Quidditative Knowledge of God.”

2 See Gaston Isaye, “La théorie de la mesure et Pexistence d’un maximum selon saint Thomas,”
Archives de Philosophie 16 (1946): 1-136. For an attempt to untangle the relationship between eternity
and measure along lines suggested by John of St. Thomas, see Sr. M. Jocelyn, “The Problem of Measure
in the Eternity of God,” Laval Théologique et Philosophique 5 (1949): 197-203.

# “Ad tertium dicendum, quod vivere et esse dicuntur per modum actus; et quia cuilibet actui
respondet mensura sua, ideo oportet ut divino esse et vitae divinae intelligatur adjacere aeternitas, quasi
mensura; quamvis realiter non sit aliud a divino esse; et quia vivere magis habet rationem actus etiam
quam esse; ideo forte definit aeternitatem per vitam potius quam esse.” In the previous response Aquinas
had asserted that “in illo qui solus habet aeternitatem, esse et vivere sunt omnino idem.” See also STh 1,
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The final response deserves attention because it completes
Aquinas’s explanation of Boethius’s definition and because it
bears upon the debate concerning Stump and Kretzmann’s
interpretation of the relationship between eternity and duration
in Boethius. Aquinas notes that Boethius explicitly avoided
ascribing duration to eternity because the former term normally
implies a kind of extension (distensio) that is incompatible with
the simplicity of the divine esse. Boethius therefore spoke instead
of possessio in order to signify metaphorically the permanent,
stable, and perfect fashion in which God enjoys life and activity.**
This reading of Boethius clearly does not support the Stump and
Kretzmann intepretation: eternity does not involve an extended
duration.” Indeed, it is clear that Aquinas specifically and
systematically distances eternity from duration at every
opportunity in I Sent., d. 8, q. 2, a. 1. He will later explain,
however, that there is a special non-extended, non-temporal sense
of duration that is applicable to God’s eternity.>*

What emerges from this initial treatment of eternity is a stark
contrast between temporally extended existence and eternal
existence. Aquinas had already given remarkable expression to
this theme in the previous discussion of God’s esse:

Our existence has something of itself outside itself, for it lacks what has already
passed away of itself and what is still to come. But in God’s existence, nothing

q. 10, a. 2, ad 3 on eternity as a measure: “Aeternitas non est aliud quam ipse Deus. Unde non dicitur
Deus aeternus, quasi sit aliquo modo mensuratus; sed accipitur ibi ratio mensurae secundum
apprehensionem nostram tantum” (I am citing the Summa theologiae as edited in 1941 {5 vols.] by the
Ottawa Institute of Medieval Studies; the text is the 1570 Piana edition with Leonine variants).

# “Ad sextum dicendum, quod duratio dicit quamdam distensionem ex ratione nominis: et quia in
divino esse non debet intelligi aliqua talis distensio, ideo Boetius non posuit durationem, sed
possessionem, metaphorice loquens ad significandum quietem divini esse; illud enim dicimus possidere,
quod quiete et plene habemus; et sic Deus possidere vitam suam dicitur, quia nulla inquietudine
molestatur.”

5 Stump and Kretzmann concede this in “Eternity, Awareness, and Action,” 479 n. 5. They contend,
however, that STh I, q. 10, a. 1 constitutes a change of position that supports their interpretation.

% See the text cited in n. 37. It should be noted that it was common practice during the thirteenth
century to consider eternity as a duration along with aeviternity and time. See Richard Dales, Medieval
Discussions of the Eternity of the World (Leiden: E. |. Brill, 1990). As Dales notes (61), the tendency to
conceive duration as a kind of generic notion applicable to eternity, aeviternity, and time engendered
some problems. I think that part of Stump and Kretzman’s error is rooted in that same tendency to
consider duration as a univocal generic notion modeled on time. Herbert Nelson makes a similar point
in his critique of Stump and Kretzmann in “Time(s), Eternity, and Duration,” International Journal for
the Philosophy of Religion 22 (1987): 12.
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has passed away or is still to come; thus God perfectly possesses his whole
existence and because of this God is more properly said to exist than anything
else.”

Human existence is divided into evanescent parts spread out over
time and history. Our past no longer exists and our future is not
yet; only our present is actual. But God’s existence has no past,
present, or future parts and no extension; there is nothing of His
life “outside itself.” Instead, God’s life is completely realized all
at once in absolute plenitude.

The second article of d. 8, q. 2 clarifies the ultimate
metaphysical roots of the differences between time, aeviternity,
and eternity. After explaining the various ways in which creatures
can participate in the eternity that is proper to God alone,”
Aquinas articulates the differences between the three durations in
terms of limitation by potentiality. Temporal beings suffer from
a double limitation: they receive only a limited mode of
participated esse through a distinct essence and their being can
only be actualized successively through temporally extended
parts.” This latter limitation is a function of material potency.*
Spiritual creatures do not suffer material limitation but they do
exercise the act of being in a limited fashion through a distinct
potential receiving principle (essence) and so are measured by the
aevum.’! Because God alone is the pure, infinite actuality of esse

¥ “Esse autem nostrum habet aliquid sui extra se: deest enim aliquid quod jam de ipso praeteriit, et
quod futurum est. Sed in divino esse nihil praeteriit nec futurum est: et ideo totum esse suum habet
perfectum, et propter hoc sibi proprie respectu aliorum convenit esse” (d. 8, g. 1, a. 1). See the insightful
discussion of this passage by Armand Maurer in “Time and the Person,” Proceedings of the American
Catholic Philosophical Association 53 (1979): 182-93.

% On the ways in which creatures can participate in divine eternity, see Carl ]. Peter, Participated
Eternity in the Vision of God (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1964). See especially chapter 1 on the
differences between time, the aevum, and eternity. For more on the aevum as angelic duration, see James
Collins, The Thomistic Philosophy of the Angels (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1947): 329-67.

» “Illud enim quod habet potentiam non recipientem actum totum simul, mensuratur tempore:
hujusmodi enim habet esse terminatum et quantum ad modum participandi, quia esse recipitur in aliqua
potentia, et non est absolutum quantum ad partes durationis quia habet prius et posterius.”

3% This point is nicely made by lohannes Peters, “De tempore et aeternitate ad mentem sancti
Thomae,” Sapientia Aquinatis 2 (Rome: 1956): 131.

3 “Iilud autem quod habet potentiam differentem ab actu, sed quae totum actum simul suscipiat,
mensuratur aevo: hoc enim non habet nisi unum modum terminationis, scilicet quia esse ejus est
receptum in alio a se, ut dictum est.”
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without any potentiality, God alone is truly eternal.’?

Aquinas concludes this treatment of eternity by considering in
article 3 the relationship between timeless eternity and our tensed
language. His response asserts that although God is outside of
time, nevertheless verbs of every tense can be used to signify
perfections in God because God is the causal source of all the
perfections that are found in time.>® Yet having said this, Aquinas
goes on to say that the present tense is really the most appropriate
to eternity because it does not imply succession or non-being and
because it better expresses the perfection of enduring and abiding
existence. The past tense, by contrast, seems to imply a kind of
absence of existence and is more appropriate to beings in motion
which have to actualize themselves successively. When it comes to
signifying God’s historical actions, however, as opposed to His
being, the past tense will be more appropriate than the present.**
The future tense is the least appropriate of all to God because it
obviously implies potentiality.” Aquinas thus stands in the long
tradition, beginning with Parmenides and continuing today,*® that
sees the present tense as uniquely suited to discourse about what

32 “Illud vero quod non habet potentiam differentem ab esse, mensuratur acternitate; hujusmodi enim
esse est omni modo interminatum.”

# “Unde cogitur de Deo enuntians, verbis temporalibus uti, quamvis intelligat eum supra tempus esse:
nihilominus tamen istae locutiones non sunt falsae. Divinum enim esse, ut dicit Dionysius, De divinis
nominibus, c. V, §4, etc. col. 818, t. I, praeaccipit sicut causa in se omne quantum ad id quod est
perfectionis in omnibus; et ideo enuntiamus de ipso verba omnium temporum, propter id quod ipse nulli
tempori deest, et quidquid est perfectionis in omnibus temporibus, ipse habet.”

* “Ad tertium dicendum, quod quantum ad id quod praesens non implicat successionem, nec habet
aliquid de non esse inclusum, inter alia proprius Deo competit. . . . Ad quartum dicendum, quod nomine
perfectionis praeteritum de Deo dicitur, et quia non est novum, secundum quod ipse praeteritis non
defuit. Nihilominus tamen intelligendum est, quod aliquando per praesens magis designatur perfectio
quam per praeteritum: quaedam enim sunt quorum esse est in fieri, et horum perfectio non est nisi
quando venietur ad terminum, et horum perfectio magis significatur per praeteritum, sicut sunt motus,
et hujusmodi successiva. Quaedam autem sunt quorum esse consistit in permanendo; et horum perfectio
designatur magis per praesens quam per praeteritum: quia in hoc quod sunt, habent perfectionem; et
praeteritum dicitur secundum recessum ab esse. Unde etiam in divinis ea quae dicuntur per modum rei
permanentis verius signantur per praesens, ut Deus est bonus, et hujusmodi; quae autem signantur per
modum actus, verius signantur per praeteritum, sicut infra, dist. [X, dicit Gregorius quod magis proprie
dicimus Filium patum, quam nasci.” Aquinas notes in the reply to the fifth objection that the past
imperfect is more appropriate to God’s being than the past perfect because the former does not imply
any beginning or end.

% “Ad sextum dicendum, quod futurum maxime removetur a divina praedicatione, propter hoc quod
nondum est, nisi in potentia.”

% Leftow, Time and Eternity, 61-62.
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is eternal. Yet our use of present-tense verbs to describe eternity
must be constantly qualified: God’s eternal being is not literally
or temporally present because it is not tensed; it is not flowing
and flanked by past and future.

Aquinas takes up the question of divine eternity againin d. 19,
g- 2 as part of a larger discussion of the equality of attributes
among the divine persons of the Trinity. Article 1 is particularly
important because it explains what Aquinas understands by
duration. Once again trying to make clear the differences between
eternity, aeviternity, and time as durations, Aquinas explains,
“Every duration is considered according as something is in act;
for something is said to endure so long as it is actual and not yet
potential.””” He explains that the durations differ according to
three distinct modes of actuality and esse: (1) God is the pure,
unreceived actuality of esse and so is measured by eternity; (2)
spiritual creatures exercise an efficiently caused actuality (esse)
through a finite potential principle (essence) and so are measured
by the gevum; and (3) material beings contain multifarious
potentialities that can only be actualized successively and so are
measured by time.”® Duration thus receives a metaphysical
interpretation in Aqu.nas, connoting actuality and operation with
no hint of extension.

Aquinas concludes his discussion in article 2 by explaining the
traditional description of eternity as a kind of “now.” Like
Boethius, Aquinas considers the temporal now to be a helpful
heuristic device for conceptualizing eternity. He explains,
however, that the now of eternity differs from the now of time in
two important ways. The temporal now, which (following
Aristotle) he treats as a persisting present moment, (1) is radically

¥ “Duratio autem omnis attenditur secundum quod aliquid est in actu; tamdiu enim res durare dicitur
quamdiu in actu est, et nondum est in potentia.”

3 «Sic igitur patet quod est triplex actus. Quidam cui non substernitur aliqua potentia, et tale est esse
divinum et operatio ejus, et hic respondet loco mensurae aeternitatis. Est alius actus cui substat in
potentia quaedam; sed tamen est actus completus acquisitus in potentia illa, et huic respondet aevum.
Est autem alius cui substernitur potentia, et admiscetur sibi potentia ad actum completum secundum
successionem, additionem perfectionis recipiens, et huic respondet tempus. Cum igitur unicuique rei
respondeat propria mensura, oportet quod secundum conditionem actus mensurati accipiatur essentialis
differentia ipsius mensurae. . . . quia aeternitas respicit illud esse quod non habet principium efficiens;
aevum autem quod habet tale principium; tempus vero respicit actum qui habet principium et finem
durationis.”
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evanescent because its esse is in constant succession, and (2) really
differs from both time itself and the actuality of the temporal
subject.”” By contrast, the eternal now is (1) not successive but
rather permanent and (2) is not really different from the eternity
that is identical with God’s being.** Just as the eternal “present”
is not flanked by past and future, so the eternal “now” does not
flow with constantly changing esse. In his later commentary on
Aristotle’s Physics, Aquinas explains that we can conceptualize
eternity as an always abiding instant (nunc stans) without any
temporal parts or flow; it represents the indivisible unity of that
which is always the same.*' The identification of eternity as a
nunc stans should not lead to the erroneous conclusion that
eternity is static or inert; the point of the analogy is that eternity
is not evanescent like the nunc fluens. As should be evident by
now, Aquinas considers eternity to be a state of abiding actuality
and dynamism, not a frozen stasis.

I1. DIVINE ETERNITY IN THE SUMMA CONTRA GENTILES

While the Summa contra gentiles displays an essential
continuity with the teaching of the Sentences in its conception of
divine eternity, there is a marked change in the methodological

3 “Unde sicut se habet quilibet actus ad id cujus est actus, ita se habet quaelibet duratio ad suum
nunc. Actus autem ille qui mensuratur tempore, differt ab eo cujus est actus, et secundum rem, quia
mobile non est motus; et secundum rationem successionis, quia mobile non habet substantiam de numero
successivorum, sed permanentium. Unde eodem modo tempus a nunc temporis differt dupliciter: scilicet
secundum rem, quia nunc non est tempus, et secundum successionis rationem, quia tempus est
successivum et non nunc temporis.” Aquinas had explained earlier in the reply that the now of time is
successive in esse but not successive in substance: “ita nunc est etiam idem secundum substantiam in toto
successione temporis, variatum tantum secundum esse, scilicet secundum rationem quam accepit prioris
et posterioris.”

4 “Esse autem quod mensuratur aeternitate, est idem re cum eo cujus est actus, sed differt ratione
tantum; et ideo aeternitas et nunc aeternitatis non differunt re, sed ratione tantum, inquantum scilicet
ipsa aeternitas respicit ipsum divinum esse, et nunc aeternitatis quidditatem ipsius rei, quae secundum
rem non est aliud quam suum esse, sed ratione tantum.”

41 “Ex hac autem consideratione [of the temporal now] de facili potest accipi intellectus acternitatis.
Ipsum enim nunc, inquantum respondet mobili se habenti aliter et aliter, discernit prius et posterius in
tempore, et suo fluxu tempus facit, sicut punctus lineam. Sublata igitur alia et alia dispositione a mobili,
remanet substantia semper eodem modo se habens. Unde intelligitur nunc ut semper stans, et non ut
fluens, nec habens prius et posterius. Sicut igitur nunc temporis intelligitur ut numerus mobilis, ita nunc
aeternitatis intelligitur ut numerus, vel potius, ut unitas rei semper eodem modo se habentis™ (I octo
libros Physicorum Aristotelis expositio, ed. Maggiolo [Rome: Marietti, 1954], book 4, lect. 18, n. 585).
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approach.* Free from the constraints imposed by the Lombard’s
text, Aquinas will now show how divine eternity derives directly
from the divine immutability that is the necessary condition for
God to be First Cause of the changing temporal world (primum
movens non motum). This same approach will characterize all of
Aquinas’s mature treatments of divine eternity: because God as
the First Cause must be pure act and therefore wholly immutable,
it follows that He cannot be measured by time and is therefore
eternal. In this manner of reasoning to divine timelessness, the
major philosophical influence is clearly Aristotle. It is significant
to note that Boethius is not even cited in the explicit
consideration of divine eternity in ScG I, c. 15; this suggests that
Aquinas has his own proper and independent grounds for
attributing eternity to God.*’ What drives his discussion of
eternity is his own metaphysical outlook; he makes the Boethian
definition fit his position rather than vice-versa.

In order to appreciate Aquinas’s approach, it is necessary to
pay careful attention to the larger context. Within the theological
project of the Summa contra gentiles, as articulated in the first
nine chapters, the task of book I is to articulate what can be
known about God in Himself by natural reason without the aid
of revelation.** Aquinas then asserts that the entire project of
book I depends upon a demonstration that God exists:

Among those things that ought to be considered concerning God in Himself,
the consideration whereby the existence of God is demonstrated ought to be
put first, as the necessary foundation of the entire work. If we do not have such
a demonstration, then every other consideration of the divine nature is

2Tt would be too strong to call this change a development in Aquinas’s thought, since he was not free
in the Sentences commentary to follow his own line.

% On the overall character of this work, see René-Antoine Gauthier, Somme contre les gentils:
Introduction (Paris: Presses Universitaires, 1993). It might be argued that the reliance on Aristotle and
lack of reference to Boethius are attributable to the work’s intention to defend the truth of the Catholic
faith against “infidels” for whom Aristotle would constitute the highest philosophical authority. Yet the
same reliance on Aristotle and failure to cite Boethius also marks the treatment of eternity in the
contemporaneous Compendium theologiae.

“ “Modo ergo proposito procedere intendentes, primum nitemur ad manifestationem illius veritatis
quam fides profitetur et ratio investigat, inducentes ad rationes demonstrativas et probabiles, quarum
quasdam ex libris philosophorum et Sanctorum collegimus, per quas veritas confirmetur et adversarius
convincatur. . . . Intendentibus igitur nobis per viam rationis prosequi ea quae de Deo ratio humana
investigare potest, primo occurrit consideratio de his quae Deo secundum seipsum conveniunt” (I, c. 9;
I am citing the Editio Leonina Manualis [Rome, 1934}).
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necessarily ruled out.*

This implies that everything that is said about God’s nature,
including eternity, will be deductively linked to the access gained
by the argumentation for God’s existence. Four such arguments
are then proposed by Aquinas in chapter 13: the first and most
important is an adaptation of Aristotle’s arguments for a First
Mover in the Physics, while the others lead to a First Efficient
Cause, a Maximum Being, and a Providential Governor. I shall
not rehearse the arguments here.*® What is of importance to this
inquiry is to recognize that Aquinas’s treatment of eternity derives
directly from the conclusions that God is primum movens
immobile and prima causa efficiens. In order to stand first in the
causal chain, God must be pure immutable actuality and thus
time-free.

It is vital to note that Aquinas prefaces his entire discussion of
the divine nature by reaffirming his commitment to the via
negativa in chapter 14. Because the divine “form” transcends our
intellectual capacities, we are not able to gain quidditative
knowledge of God and must therefore proceed by the via
remotionis in order to arrive at some knowledge of what God is
not. Insofar as we negate more and more things of God, we are
gradually led to a more precise knowledge of God, clearly
distinguishing God from what God is not. Although this process
leads to a proper consideration (propria consideratio) of God,
what God truly is in se remains unknown to us. According to
Aquinas, there can be no positive definition of eternity or
comprehension of what it is like to be eternal. Our feeble grasp of
eternity is tantamount to a denial of potency and temporality in
God.

Aquinas immediately applies the via negativa to deduce first

 “Inter ea vero quae de Deo secundum seipsum consideranda sunt, praemittendum est, quasi totius
operis fundamentum, consideratio qua demonstratur Deum esse. Quo non habito, omnis consideratio
de rebus divinis necessario tollitur” (ibid.).

“ For an overview of the arguments here, see Fernand Van Steenberghen’s Le probléme de l'existence
de Dieu dans les écrits de s. Thomas d'Aquin (Louvain-La-Neuve: Editions de I'Institut Supérieur de
Philosophie, 1980}, 104-34. Sce also Joseph Owens, “Aquinas and the Proof from the Physics,” Mediaeval
Studies 28 (1966): 119-50.
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divine immutability and then divine eternity.” Absolute
immutability is obviously ingredient in the idea of the First
Unmoved Mover.*® But according to Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s
understanding of the relationship between time and change, what
cannot possibly change cannot be measured by time. As the
countable or measurable aspect of change conceived as involving
a before and after, time is logically, epistemologically, and
ontologically dependent upon change.”” Time is defined by
change, apprehended through change, and dependent upon
change as its subject. Because in God the First Mover there is no
movement from potency to act, no beginning or end, no
succession, no before and after, God cannot be measured by time.
Time cannot apply to that which is necessarily always the same:

Only those beings which are moved are measured by time because time is the
number of motion, as is clear in Book IV of the Physics [c. 11, 219bff]. But God
is completely without motion, as has already been proved, and accordingly God
is not measured by time. Hence there is no before and after in him. God does
not have being after non-being, nor can God have non-being after being, nor
can any succession be found in God’s being; for these cannot be understood
apart from time. Accordingly God lacks beginning or end, possessing his whole
being at once. In this consists the nature of eternity.*’

Aquinas appears to undermine his own claims about divine

V7 “Ad procedendum igitur circa Dei cognitionem per viam remotionis, accipiamus principium id quod
ex superioribus iam manifestum est, scilicet quod Deus sit omnino immobilis” (ScG I, c. 14).

* The doctrine of divine immutability in Aquinas is clearly analyzed in Michael Dodds, O.P., The
Unchanging God of Love: A Study of the Teaching of St. Thomas Aquinas on Divine Immutability in View
of Certain Contemporary Criticism of this Doctrine (Fribourg: Editions Universitaires, 1986). See 126-33
on the Summa contra gentiles.

“ The primary locus for Aristotle’s discussion of the relationship between time and change is Physics
IV, c. 11. See Edward Hussey’s commentary in Aristotle's Physics, Books III and IV, trans. Edward Hussey
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983). For a treatment of Aristotle’s views on the relationship between time
and change in the context of both ancient thought and contemporary thought, see Sorabji, Time,
Creation, and the Continuum, 67-83. For Aquinas’s view on Aristotle, see IV Physics, lect. 17 and 18. On
the relationship between time and change in Aquinas see Friedrich Beemelmans, Zeit und Ewigkeit nach
Thomas von Aquino (Miinster, 1914), 13-33. A recent interesting attempt to defend the impossibility of
time without change (albeit from an Augustinian perspective) is Don Lodzinski, “Empty Time and the
Eternality of God,” Religious Studies 31 (1995): 187-95.

50 “Illa sola tempore mensurantur quae moventur: eo quod tempus est numerus motus, ut patet in IV
Physicorum. Deus autem est omnino absque motu, ut iam probatum est. Tempore igitur non mensuratur.
Igitur in ipso non est prius et posterius accipere. Non ergo habet esse post non esse, nec non esse post esse
potest habere, nec aliqua successio in esse ipsius inveniri potest: quia haec sine tempore intelligi non
possunt. Est igitur carens principio et fine, totum esse essum simul habens. In quo ratio aeternitatis
consistit” {S¢G 1, ¢. 15).
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timelessness, however, when he proceeds to say that God exists
always (semper). He argues that since God is the First Cause, God
must always have been (because beginningless) and God always
will be; Aquinas identifies this “being always” with eternity.*’
This is not an aberration: much the same argumentation and
language is found in the Compendium theologiae, where chapter
7 is designed to prove that “Deus semper est.” This kind of
traditional language is problematical because (1) it seems to imply
that God is everlasting or omnitemporal rather than absolutely
timeless, and (2) it seems to lend support to the view that God’s
duration is somehow extended. It is clear from the texts,
however, that Aquinas understands “to be always” as a property
of what has uncaused (per se) necessary existence.’” It would seem
that Aquinas considers aeternus to follow from God’s
immutabilitas, while semper est follows from God’s per se
necessary being;” yet these conceptual connections are not
absolutes, since Aquinas thinks that per se necessity also implies
eternity.”* This special sense of “being always” as per se necessary
cannot imply either omnitemporality or extended duration, since
that would generate contradiction with the already-established
meaning of the coextensive property of eternity.

The doctrine of eternity in the Summa contra gentiles remains
essentially the same as in the Sentences. The same three negative
notes distinguish eternity: (1) lack of a beginning or end (carens
principio et fine); (2) lack of succession of temporal parts (tota
simul); and (3) lack of any causal potentiality with respect to
existence. What is different in the Summa contra gentiles is that
Aquinas is free to show the way in which the broadly Aristotelian
approach to God as First Cause of the changing, temporal,

51 “Si aliquando non fuit et postmodum fuit, ab aliquo eductus est de non esse in esse. Non a seipso:
quia quod non est non potest aliquid agere. Si autem ab alio, illud est prius eo. Ostensum autem est
Deum esse primam causam. Non igitur esse incoepit. Unde nec esse desinet; quia quod semper fuit, habet
virtutem semper essendi. Est igitur aeternus” (ibid.).

52 The connection between necessary existence and “being always” is obvious in Compendium
theologiae, c. 7.

53 Compendium theologiae, c. 4 establishes God as immobilis and then immediately concludes (c. 5)
that God is aetemus; chapter 6 establishes that God is per se necessary, then concludes that Deus semper
est (c. 7).

* The text of S¢G I, c. 15 in n. 51 continues with an argument to prove the existence of God as a per
se necessary being and concludes: “Est igitur Deus aeternus: cum omne necessarium per se sit aeternum.”
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material world entails that God is immutable and eternal. That
same approach can be seen again in the later Summa theologiae.

1. DIVINE ETERNITY IN THE SUMMA THEOLOGIAE

The doctrine of divine eternity in Summa theologiae 1, q. 10
represents a summation and a refinement of the earlier
treatments. The overall approach is essentially the same as in the
earlier Summa. After having proven the existence of God in
question 2, Aquinas again explains that his approach to God’s
nature is along the via negativa: since we cannot know what God
is but rather only what God is not, our knowledge of God will be
attained by denying what is incompatible with the metaphysical
requirements of being the First Cause.””> Once again eternity is
considered as derivative from immutability (q. 9).* The
argumentation for immutability is more extensive here: God as
First Cause must be the perfect, pure, simple, infinite act of esse
and so cannot be subject to change; every other being is somehow
potential and therefore mutable.’’

The central article of question 10 is the first, where Aquinas
correlates the approach to eternity through a denial of time (as in
the Summa contra gentiles) with the traditional Boethian formula.
We arrive at our notion of eternity by denying that the succession
of numerable parts found in mobile beings can be found in the
immutable God: “Accordingly, just as the notion of time consists
in the numbering of the before and after in change, so the notion
of eternity consists in our apprehension of the invariability of
what is altogether free from change.””® What can in no way

* The prologue to q. 3 says: “Cognito de aliquo an sit, inquirendum restat quomodo sit, ut sciatur
de eo quid sit. Sed quia de Deo scire non possumus quid sit, sed quid non sit, non possumus considerare
de Deo quomodo sit, sed potius quomodo non sit. . . . Potest autem ostendi de Deo quomodo non sit,
removendo ab eo ea quae ei non conveniunt, utpote compositionem, motum et alia huiusmodi.”

56 Questions 9 and 10 are prefaced: “Consequenter considerandum est de immutabilitate et
aeternitate divina, quae immutabilitatem consequitur.”

57 See Dodds, The Unchanging God of Love, 137-56 on divine immutabsility in the Summa theologiae.

8 “Sicut igitur ratio temporis consistit in numeratione prioris et posterioris in motu, ita in
apprehensione uniformitatis eius quod est omnino extra motum, consistit ratio aeternitatis.”
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change has no succession and no beginning or end.”” The
elements of the Boethian formula are then correlated with this
basic analysis. The correlation is the same as the Sentences in the
following respects: interminabilis signifies the lack of a beginning
or end;*® tota simul signifies the lack of successive parts;®! and
possessio implies the unshakable permanence of God’s eternity.**
Perfecta is given an interpretation different from the Sentences’s
metaphysical explanation in terms of unreceived esse absolutum;
Aquinas here interprets perfecta as a denial that eternity is
evanescent like the now of time.®’ This does not imply, however,
that Aquinas has given up a metaphysical interpretation of
eternity. It is rather that now he connects eternity with esse
permanens, intransmutabile.**

The disputed issue of the nature of eternity as a duration
emerges in the context of Aquinas’s discussion of the
appropriateness of vitae in the Boethian definition. Stump and
Kretzmann argue that STh I, q. 10, a. 1 represents a change from
Aquinas’s earlier position in the Sentences on eternity as a
duration.® They maintain that where the parallel passages in the

% “Item, ‘ea dicuntur tempore mensurari quae principium et finem habent in tempore,” ut dicitur in
IV Phys.; et hoc ideo quia in omni eo quod movetur, est accipere aliquod principium et aliquem finem.
Quod vero est omnino immutabile, sicut nec successionem, ita nec principium aut finem habere potest.”

% “Sic ergo ex duobus notificatur aeternitas. Primo ex hoc quod id quod est in aeternitate est
interminabile, idest principio et fine carens, ut terminus ad utrumque referatur.”

¢! “Secundo per hoc quod ipsa aeternitas successtone caret, total simul existens” (q. 10, a. 1).
“Dicendum quod aeternitas dicitur tota, non quia habet partes, sed inquantum nihil ei deest” (ibid., ad
3). “Dicendum quod in tempore est duo considerare: scilicet ipsum tempus, quod est successivum; et
nunc temporis, quod est imperfectum. Dicit ergo tota simul ad removendum tempus; et perfecta ad
excludendum nunc temporis” (ibid., ad 5). Aquinas makes it clear that zoza simul is the central feature
of eternity. Even if time and motion lacked a beginning or end, it would still not be tota simul. He
summarizes the distinction between eternity and time thus: “Sed tamen istae differentiae consequuntur
eam quae est per se et primo differentiam, per hoc quod aeternitas est tota simul, non autem tempus.”
(q. 10, a. 4).

2 “Ad sextum. Dicendum quod illud quod possidetur, firmiter et quiete habetur. Ad designandum
ergo immutabilitatem et indeficientiam aeternitatis, usus est nomine possessionis.”

% See n. 20 on the Sentences’s treatment of perfecta and n. 61 on the treatment here.

© “Est ergo dicendum quod cum aeternitas sit mensura esse permanentis, secundum quod aliquid
recidit a permanentia essendi, secundum hoc recedit ab aeternitate. . . . Esse autem quod mensurat
aeternitas, nec est mutabile, nec mutabilitate adiunctum [as with the angels]” (q. 10, a. 5). He also
describes eternity as “propria mensura ipsa esse” (q. 10, a. 4, ad 3). Aquinas makes it clear again that
eternity as a mensura is not something different from divine eternity but rather only expresses our
tendency to think of eternity as a mensura like time and aeviternity (q. 10,a. 2).

¢ “Eternity, Awareness, and Action,” 479, n. 5.
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Sentences (I, d. 8, q. 2, a. 1) explicitly distance eternity from
duration, here Aquinas either unites them or at least does not
separate them. This is not a telling point, however, since it has
already been seen that Aquinas does describe eternity as a kind of
duration in the Sentences. The central question is what kind of
duration belongs to eternity—is there any reason to think that
Aquinas now conceives eternity as an extended duration?
Although Stump and Kretzmann do not highlight this point, there
is a text that seems to support their interpretation. The second
objection of STh 1, q. 10, a. 1 argues that since eternity is a kind
of duration (quandam durationem) and since duration is
associated more with esse than with vitam, therefore vita should
not be in the definition. Aquinas replies as follows:

It should be said that what is truly eternal is not only existing but also living;
to live somehow includes activity while to be does not. For the prolongation
[protensio] of duration is more noticeable in activity than in esse, whence time
is the number of motion.%

Here Aquinas seems to associate duration with extension. Does
this mean then that eternity must involve extended duration?
The text does not support that conclusion. It would be a
mistake to infer too much from the use of duratio here because
the objection assumes that eternity implies a peculiar kind of
duration (significat quandam durationem); we are thereby alerted
that we are dealing with some special sense of the term. It would
also be mistaken to place too much emphasis on the implications
of protensio in this passage, especially when the Leonine edition
notes that several manuscripts read processio instead. Neither
term is really applicable to eternity’s unextended and partless
duration. The point of the reply is merely that vita belongs in the
definition because of its connection with duration conceived as
activity rather than inert stasis and that we grasp this more readily
in the extended and processive character of time as the duration
of motion. There is no reason to conclude that this passage
represents a change from the Sentences; what emerges from both

¢ “Ad secundum. Dicendum quod illud quod est vere aeternum, non solum est ens, sed vivens; et
ipsum vivere se extendit quodammodo ad operationem, non autem esse. Protensio autem durationis
videtur attendi secundum operationem, magis quam secundum esse; unde et tempus est numerus motus.”
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accounts is that duration belongs to eternity in a special
metaphysical sense associated with actuality. The earlier denial
that eternity is an extended duration stands uncontradicted.

IV. CONCLUSION

The foregoing analysis reveals that Aquinas’s understanding of
divine eternity remained essentially constant throughout his
career. Eternity is fundamentally a negative notion describing the
perfect actuality of existence without any limitation (ens extra
terminos). It is uncaused existence without beginning or end
(interminabilis). It is undivided existence without parts or
succession (tota simul). It is fully realized and abiding existence;
none of God’s life is still to come and none has passed away. By
contrast, temporal beings are distended into flowing temporal
parts as they move away from their pasts and strive to achieve
some future actuality or perfection.

This approach to divine eternity clearly reflects Aquinas’s own
metaphysical insights wherein esse as the act of being is accorded
primacy. As we have seen throughout, Aquinas explains the
different durations in terms of modes of esse. Eternity
characterizes the infinite actuality of unreceived, simple, and
abiding esse in God: “God is not just eternal—God is his eternity,
whereas no other thing is its duration because it is not identical
with its esse; but God is his own invariable esse, just as God is his
own essence and his eternity.”®” As eternity is a function of the
simple undivided actuality of esse in God, aeviternity and time are
a function of the limitation of esse through participation in some
distinct caused potential principle (form and matter). Thus,
although Aquinas cites the classical Boethian definition of eternity
in most of his discussions, he gives its terms meaning according to
his own metaphysical understanding. This makes it clear that
although Aquinas undeniably stands in the long Neoplatonic

& “Nec solum est aeternus, sed est sua aeternitas, cum tamen nulla alia res sit sua duratio; quia non
est suum esse. Deus autem est suum esse uniforme; unde sicut est sua essentia, ita est sua acternitas” (STh
I, q. 10, a. 2). The point that I am making here about Aquinas’s unique conception of eternity is also
made by David Burrell in “God’s Eternity,” Faith and Philosophy 1 (1984): 393.
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tradition regarding timeless eternity, it is an error to conflate his
position with that of his predecessors.

A second feature distinguishing Aquinas from his Neoplatonic
and Augustinian forebears is the place of eternity within the logic
of his overall philosophical approach to God. Access to divine
immutability and eternity is gained not by way of interior ascent
or a priori reasoning, but rather by an a posteriori search for the
causal ground of the changing temporal world. From the Summa
contra gentiles onward, we have seen that Aquinas sets his
understanding of eternity within the context of a broadly
Aristotelian approach to God as First Mover or First Cause. After
having established God’s causal primacy, Aquinas is able in a
relatively straightforward way to derive God’s absolute
immutability and consequent timelessness. The ultimate cause of
change cannot itself change in any way and so cannot be
measured by time. Contrary to what is sometimes implied,* it is
immutability, not simplicity, that grounds Aquinas’s argument for
divine eternity; as we have seen in the Summa contra gentiles, for
example, Aquinas establishes divine immutability and eternity
before simplicity. This is not to say that eternity or immutability
is more basic than simplicity; both simplicity and immutability
follow immediately from the premise that God as First Cause
must be pure act, whereas eternity does not. Nor is this meant to
imply that an argument for divine eternity cannot be mounted on
the basis of simplicity: what is simple cannot have temporal parts
and must therefore be eternal.”” The point is rather that Aquinas
never mounts any other kind of argument for eternity than one
based on immutability, thus demonstrating the close conceptual
links between the two attributes.

Aquinas’s understanding of timeless eternity also differs from
that proposed by the contemporary Boethians Stump and
Kretzmann. Although much of what they say about eternity is
insightful and applicable to Aquinas (mutatis mutandis), their

% See Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum, 88-130, for an historical overview.

¢ See David B. Burrell, Aquinas: God and Action (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1979), 12-41.

" An argument for eternity based on simplicity is probably more palatable these days since divine
immutability is a much-beleaguered (because misunderstood) doctrine.
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attempt to combine atemporality, duration, and infinite extension
in their conception of eternity’! is at odds with Aquinas’s
position. It is clear from the Sentences that Aquinas would agree
that eternity is a kind of duration, but only in a specialized
metaphysical sense of the term; eternity is a duration because it is
abiding actuality. Aquinas would therefore presumably endorse
Stump and Kretzmann’s argument that eternity is an atemporal
duration because it implies permanence and persistence in being
in contrast to ephemeral temporal existence.”” He would object,
however, that atemporal duration cannot involve extension. I
think that he would be as puzzled as any contemporary
commentator on how what is atemporal, indivisible, and partless
could also be extended.”

As we have consistently seen in the texts, Aquinas considers
eternity to be absolutely indivisible and often compares it to a
point or an instant of time (e.g., the present moment) in that
respect. It is precisely an aversion to this comparison, however,
that seems to lie at the heart of Stump and Kretzmann’s dogged
insistence that atemporal duration implies infinite extension.
They appear to fear that to conceive eternity as unextended is to
render it “roughly analogous to an isolated, static instant.””* They
prefer instead to conceive eternity as infinitely extended and so
more like a limitless line. Yet despite their own acknowledgement
that neither temporal instants nor infinite lines are adequate to
eternity, they seem to fall into the trap of posing the conceptual
problem as a kind of dichotomy between the two, wherein the
latter is considered the lesser of two evils.

Yet this dichotomy is false, misleading, and foreign to Aquinas.

7 «“And, furthermore, the eternal pastless, futureless present is not instantaneous but extended,
because eternity entails duration. The temporal present is a durationless instant, a present that cannot
be extended conceptually without falling apart entirely into past and future intervals. But the eternal
present, on the other hand, is by definition an infinitely extended, pastless, futureless duration”
(“Eternity,” 434-35; see also 443-44),

7> “Being, the persistent, permanent, utterly immutable actuality that seems required as the bedrock
underlying the evanescence of becoming, must be characterized by genuine duration, of which temporal
duration is only the flickering image” (ibid., 445).

7 It should be noted that Stump and Kretzmann are well aware that “duration” as applied to God’s
eternity must be taken in some specialized or analogical sense in “Eternity, Awareness, and Action,” 469.

1 am arguing, however, that the specialized sense should involve the negation of extension.
74 “Eternity,” 430.
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As Herbert Nelson has noted, to pose the conceptual problem in
this way is to become entangled in a “web of spatialized temporal
imagery.””® The false dichotomy can be dissolved by taking up a
methodological suggestion made by Brian Leftow in his Time and
Eternity and applying it to Aquinas. Leftow suggests that we
ought to adopt a two-model approach to eternity because we
seem to need to employ the models of both an indivisible
extensionless point and an infinitely extended duration.”® Neither
is literally true or adequate, but together they are heuristically
useful and mutually complementary. Although I cannot endorse
Leftow’s own approach, I believe that his methodological
proposal coheres with Aquinas’s thinking. For as I have
repeatedly emphasized, Aquinas’s approach to divine eternity is
primarily negative; we cannot define eternity positively butrather
we can only say what it is not. Any models that we might employ
to help us conceptualize eternity must therefore be used with
extreme caution. The Boethian analogy of eternity as a nunc stans
may help us heuristically, but only insofar as it is remembered
that it is essentially neither a temporal nunc nor a static point.
Nunc stans is meant to deny that eternity is like the evanescent
nunc fluens of time; eternity is not ephemeral like a temporal,
present now, but rather is the complete realization all at once of
perfect actuality. Stans is not meant to imply a frozen stasis, but
rather the non-fluens permanence of the life of abiding actuality.
When Aquinas endorses the idea that eternity is point-like or
instantaneous, it is in order to deny extension and divisibility to
what is perfectly simple and successionless.

Although Aquinas manifests a decided preference for the
instantaneous or punctile model of eternity, I do not think that he
would object to the model of eternity as an infinitely extended
duration as long as it was understood to be heuristically useful
rather than true in se. It does seem hard for us not to imagine
God’s existence as somehow infinitely extended and enduring in
relation to the duration of the temporal world. When we say that

75 “Time(s), Eternity, and Duration,” 12. Nelson’s critique of Stump and Kretzmann on atemporal
duration (11-17) remains penetrating despite Stump and Kretzmann’s efforts to neutralize it in their
“Eternity, Awareness, and Action.”

7 See Leftow, Time and Eternity, 140.
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God exists always, as Aquinas himself does in harmony with the
Bible, this is what we seem to mean. Yet again we must remind
ourselves that eternity is not really an infinite extension alongside
time; what is utterly perfect, immutable, eternal, and simple
cannot really be extended. This means that the relationship
between eternity and time cannot be grasped by any spatial
analogies involving two parallel lines, no matter how subtly
drawn and qualified.”” Aquinas has a different way of trying to
explain the relationship between eternity and time. For Aquinas
the key lies not in conceptual models involving points, lines, and
relative reference frames, but rather in remembering what Stump
and Kretzmann seem to forget: that the relationship between
eternity and time is the relationship between the Creator and
creation.’”®

77 I am thinking here of Stump and Kretzmann’s picture, which they acknowledge is potentially crude
and misleading, of “two infinite parallel horizontal lines, the upper one of which, representing eternity,
is, entirely and uniformly, a strip of light (where light represents the present), while the lower one,
representing time, is dark everywhere except for a dot of light moving steadily along” (“Atemporal
Duration,” The Journal of Philosophy 84 [1987]: 219).

78 1 explore this theme in “Eternal Knowledge of the Temporal in Aquinas,” American Catholic
Philosophical Quarterly 71 (1997): 1-28..
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NE TWENTIETH-CENTURY school of interpretation of St.

Thomas’s philosophical doctrines, the “River Forest”

School, holds that physics precedes metaphysics, not
merely in the order of learning, but also as providing for
metaphysics its proper subject of study, being as being.! This it
does by proving the existence of immaterial reality. I propose to
show here that Thomas’s commentaries on Aristotle, as well as his
explicit description of intellectual development, run counter to
this interpretation.

The late Fr. James Weisheipl, surely representative of the
School, in a paper published in 1976 aimed to show the need for
Aristotelian physics, also called “natural philosophy,” and to
show that it has a congeniality with modern mathematical
physics. He wished to distinguish it from both mathematical
science and metaphysics.

Such a natural philosophy is not only valid but even necessary for the
philosophical understanding of nature itself. That is to say, there are realities

! On the School, cf. Benedict M. Ashley, O.P., “The River Forest School and the Philosophy of Nature
Today,” in R. James Long, ed., Philosophy and the God of Abraham (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Medieval Studies, 1991), 1-16.

2 James Weisheipl, O.P., “Medieval Natural Philosophy and Modern Science,” in Nature and Motion
in the Middle Ages, ed. William E. Carroll (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press,
1985), 261-76; originally published in Manuscripta 20 (1976): 181-96, under the title “The Relationship
of Medieval Natural Philosophy to Modern Science: The Contribution of Thomas Aquinas to its
Understanding.” References are to the Carroll edition.
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in nature that are not accounted for by physicomathematical abstraction,
realities such as motion, time, causality, chance, substance, and change itself.
The physicist needs mechanical causes, such as matter and force, but the nature
of causality as such is beyond mathematics, where even final causality is out of
place. Concepts such as potency and act, matter and form, substance and
accident, quite useless to the modern physicist, are established in a realistic
natural philosophy.

The aforementioned concepts are not established in metaphysics, and in this
connection it is important to stress the differences between metaphysics and
natural philosophy and to indicate the nature and relationship of each. (273,
emphasis added)

Weisheipl says that metaphysics has been overloaded “with
innumerable problems and areas of concern that rightly belong to
the natural philosopher,” and he continues, “This is a perversion
of metaphysics as understood by St. Thomas” [273]. A very
strong condemnation, but one which is justified if the charges are
true. But are they? What sort of case does Weisheipl make in the
essay under consideration?

He says there are at least two reasons why metaphysics
presupposes natural philosophy. The first is that the latter proves
the existence of some non-material being, and thus establishes the
subject matter of a new science, namely the science of being as
such. I will return to this later.

The second reason is as follows:

* One cannot help but be struck by the difference between Fr. Weisheipl’s angle on things here, and
that of Thomas Aquinas in, for example, Il Phys., lect. 5 (ed. Maggiolo; Rome and Turin: Marietti, 1954:
no. 176):

to comsider concerning causes as such is proper to the first philosopher [i.e. the metaphysician]:
for cause, inasmuch as [it is] cause, does not depend on matter as regards being, for in those also
which are separated from matter one finds the intelligible aspect: cause. But consideration of
causes is taken on by the natural philosopher because of some necessity: nor nevertheless is it
taken on by him to consider concerning causes save according as they are causes of natural
changes. {Emphasis added}

Of course, one sees well the abstract nature of the notion of cause by considering it as applicable to the
separate entities; however, as I will show, only because such notions are abstract from the start can one
raise the question of separate entity.
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This is demanded by the nature of analogous concepts. Analogous concepts are
not abstracted but constructed by the human mind. The prime analogue of our
concept of “being,” or “thing,” is the sensible, material, concrete reality of
things around us. The moment we realize that there is at least one thing that
is not sensible, material, and movable, we break into the realm of analogy.
From that moment on, terms such as “thing,” “being,” “substance,” “cause,”
and the like are no longer restricted to the material and sensible world. We
thereby stretch and enlarge our earlier conceptions to make them include
immaterial reality. Such are our analogous concepts of being, substance,
potency, act, cause, and the like. Such terms are seen in metaphysics to be
applicable beyond the realm of material and sensible realities. The prime
analogue quoad nos of all these concepts is material, sensible, movable being,
which is the realm of the natural philosopher.

Thus, for St. Thomas, natural philosophy is prior guoad nos to metaphysics.
Natural philosophy establishes by demonstration that there is some being which
is not material. This negative judgment, or more properly, this judgment of
separation, is the point of departure for a higher study, which can be called
“first philosophy” or metaphysics. Consequently this new study is “prior” and
“first” in itself, i.e., according to nature, but it is not first guoad nos. (274-75)

” &«

He goes on to refer to a text in the Commentary on the Ethics in
which Thomas gives the proper order of learning for the sciences,
placing metaphysics and ethics after natural philosophy.*

I. THOMAS COMMENTING ON ARISTOTLES
A)

What is the best approach to a discussion of this theory?
Spontaneously I think of such facts as that Thomas nowhere
presents us with such a view of the formation of metaphysical

*I might underline that I am not opposing the doctrine that physics or natural philosophy is to be
learned before metaphysics; my point is rather about the doctrine concerning the subject of metaphysics
and how it is discovered. This does mean that [ would have a different reason why metaphysics comes
last in the order of learning.

*The first “thesis” proposed by Ashley (“School,” 2-3) as pertaining to the River Forest School is that
“the philosophy of Aquinas, as distinct from his theology, is best gathered . . . from the commentaries
on Aristotle.”
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concepts: he everywhere treats the metaphysicals as a domain
unto themselves, even though they are objects first encountered
by us in sensible reality. So considered, they are already
analogical. Thus, when Aristotle presents the doctrine of “being”
as something “said in many ways,” or, as Thomas calls it, the
“analogical predication” of “being,” there is no appeal to
immaterial being in the explanation. Rather, Thomas carefully
crafts a digression presenting four modes of being, moving from
the weak to the strong: (1) negations and privations; (2)
generation, corruption, and change; (3) inhering accidents; and
(4) substance. These suffice to exhibit the analogy of being.® In
other words, for Aquinas it is not only the concepts of physics
that are encountered in sensible things.” Of course, in knowing
God and speaking of Him, we do form somewhat new concepts.
The already analogical character of the intelligibility “a being”
makes it possible to construct, on the basis of the notions of being
we already possess, a somewhat (though not altogether) new
notion of being, which applies to the newly discovered highest
cause.’

B)

One also thinks of the actual practice of Aristotle, so carefully
commented upon by Thomas, in which the metaphysician poses
for himself the question as to the existence of any separate entity:
that is, the Aristotelian metaphysician is presented as already on

¢ IV Metaphys., lect. 1 (ed. Cathala; Rome and Turin: Marietti, 1935: nos. 535-43).

7 Consider especially ST/ 1, g. 85, a. 1, ad 2: physical concepts do not abstract from sensible matter;
mathematical concepts abstract from sensible matter, but not from intelligible matter. “But there are
certain {items] which can be abstracted even from universal intelligible matter, such as ‘a being,’
‘[something] one,” “potency and act,” and other things of that order.” Thomas goes on to point out that
such intelligible objects can be found existent without any matter, as is clear in the case of immaterial
substance. However, this remark is not meant as a required proof of the abstractability of “a being” from
all matter. There is no concept of “a being” which includes matter in the precise target of signification
(save through error), though all our concepts have a mode of signifying which derives from the materiality
of the things we primarily know. See STh 1, q. 13,a. 3,ad 15 and , q. 13, a. 1, ad 2.

¥8Th], q. 13, a. 5; and 1 Post. anal., lect. 41 (ed. Leonine, t. 1-2; Rome: Commissio Leonina; Paris:
Vrin, 1989; lines 161-92; ed. Spiazzi, Rome and Turin: Marietti, 1955: no. 363 [8]).
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the scene, and yet not knowing if there is any separate entity.”
(See appendix 1.)

C)

A most important text for the River Forest School is mentioned
by Benedict Ashley. It brings us back to Weisheip!’s first reason
why natural philosophy is presupposed to metaphysics.

But why is such a science needed or even possible? Aquinas agrees with
Aristotle that natural science would be “first” philosophy if it were not for the
fact that in natural science we discover that the First Cause of the existence and
action of ens mobile is not itself a physical object which can be studied by the
principles of natural science, and that this is true also of the human intellectual
soul.'

This is meant to refer to Metaphysics 6.1 (1026a28-32) and VI
Metaphys., lect. 1 (1170). However, Aristotle there in fact says
nothing about discoveries made by natural science. Rather, he
says that if there were no separate entity, natural science would
be first philosophy (as Thomas paraphrases: “first science”).
Remember that “first philosophy” is Aristotle’s name for what we
call “metaphysics.” Thus, he is saying that physics would be

* Notice, for example, VII Metaphys., lect. 1 (1268-69), where Thomas, paraphrasing Aristotle, says
that it must be asked whether the mathematicals and the [Platonic] forms are anything other than sensible
things or not, and if not, whether there are any other separable substances, and why and how, “or
whether there is no substance other than the sensibles.” And he go'es on to say that this will be determined
in the twelfth book. And this is quite literally in accord with Aristotle, Metaph. 7.2 (1028b30-31). In the
Metaphysics itself, the question of the existence of separate entity is not settled until sometime later than
books 7 and 8. One can hardly claim that books 7 to 11 are merely a dialectical approach to metaphysics,
at least as Thomas sees them. See VII Metaphys., lect. 1 (1245):

After the Philosopher removes from the principal consideration of this science incidental being
[ens per accidens], and “being” as it signifies the true, here he begins to determine concerning
coherent being which is outside the soul [ens per se quod est extra animam], the principal
consideration of this science being about this. But this part is divided into two parts. For this
science determines both concerning being inasmuch as it is being [ens inquantum est ens}, and
concerning the first principles of beings, as was said in book 6. Therefore, in the first part it will
be determined concerning being [de ente). In the second, concerning the first principle of being
[entis], in the twelfth book . . .

1 Ashley, “The School,” 3 (emphasis added).
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metaphysics if there were no separate entity. It is not said that
physics discovers the existence of separate entity. What certainly
could be said is that, until they discover the existence of separate
entity, the thinkers who do it, though they are metaphysicians,
might not be able to distinguish themselves from physicists.'!

It is significant that in this place Thomas sees as the principal
point that it is one and the same science that will treat of the first
being and of universal being. The question is whether primary
philosophy is such as to treat of being universally, or whether it
treats of some determinate genus. The answer is that the science
that treats of the first or highest being is also the science that
treats of being universally. Thomas points out that this was
already established in Metaphysics 4.1. It is there that we should
look for the best understanding of the remark about physics and
metaphysics.

The early physicists provide a kind of model for the conception
of metaphysics. Aristotle points out that the earliest physicists
were seeking the causes of beings as beings. At the very moment
when he wishes to show that the science which treats of the
highest causes must have as its field being as being, Aristotle asks
us to consider the example of the natural philosophers. Thomas
comments as follows:

Here he shows that this science which is here being dealt with has “a being”
[ens] as its subject, with this sort of argument. Every principle is the
appropriate [per se] principle and cause of some nature; but we are seeking the
first principles and highest causes of things, as was said in Book 1; they
therefore are the appropriate causes of some nature. But of no other than “a
being.” Which is clear from this, that all the philosophers seeking the elements
according as they are “of beings” [“entia,” lege “enmtium™],"* sought such
principles, viz. the first and highest; therefore, in this science we seek the
principles of “a being inasmuch as it is a being”: therefore, “a being” is the

"1 had originally written “would not be able to distinguish themselves from physicists.” However,
a thinker who does not draw the erroneous conclusion that all beings are bodies might well recognize that
he was doing something different from the physicists even before he has succeeded in concluding to the
existence of separate entity.

12 The text of Aristotle which we have in the Cathala-Spiazzi edition, no. 296, reads: “Si ergo et
entium elementa quaerentes.” Since this fits perfectly with the argument of Thomas, I take it that the
“entia” in the text of Thomas is a mistake.
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subject of this science, since every science is seeking the proper causes of its
own subject.®

Earlier in his commentary, Thomas, explaining why Aristotle
speaks of such people as Thales when investigating the causes,
notes:

Nor should it strike one as inappropriate, if Aristotle here touches on the
opinions of those who treated merely of natural science; because, according to
the ancient [philosophers} who know of no substance save the corporeal and
mobile, it was necessary that metaphysics [prima philosophia] be natural
science, as will be said in book 4.

Once more, we see that the reference here is to book 4. The
idea is that until separate entity is discovered there is no separate
science of physics! There is, as yet, no science that confines its
investigation to the particular field which characterizes
Aristotelian physics, a science which does not treat things from
the viewpoint of being."

D)

Still thinking about the scenario favored by Fr. Weisheipl and
the River Forest School, in which we have first a sort of “pure
physics” which by demonstrating the existence of separate
substance provides a new “constructed” meaning for “being,” one
suitable for metaphysics, I would use in rejecting it, among other
things, the definition of motion or change given by Aristotle, as

13 1V Metaphys., lect. 1 (533) concerning Aristotle, at Metaph. 4.1 (1003a28-32).

1 Metaphys., lect. 4 (78), commenting on Aristotle, Metaph. 1.3 (983b20). Notice that the forward
reference by Thomas is to book 4, not book 6; that is, he refers to the place where Aristotle treats the
earlier physicists as metaphysicians: cf. IV Metaphys., lect. 1 (§33) concerning Aristotle, at Metaph. 4.1
(1003a28-32).

'S Cf. VI Metaphys., lect. 1 (1147), concerning Aristotle at 1025b7-10. The text is quoted later. Thus,
we see “metaphysics in embryo” regularly in the Presocratics as presented by Aristotle and Thomas. Thus,
for example, at Metaph. 1.3 (983b6-18), where Aristotle presents those who attempted to explain all by
the material cause, it is remarkable that the issue is whether there is any such thing as coming to be and
ceasing to be. They are represented as considering things from the viewpoint of being, and denying
generation and corruption. This comes out in Thomas’s summary at, for example, STh 1, q. 44, a. 2,
where the early philosophers are presented as holding that the substance of things is “uncreated.” $Th
I, g. 44, a. 2 is a history of attempts at metaphysics that are inadequate until the third stage.
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interpreted by St. Thomas. Thomas tells us that some people have
tried to define motion as “going from potency to act not
suddenly.” They err, positing in the definition things that are
intelligibly posterior to motion itself: “going” is a species of
motion or change; “suddenly” has time in its own definition
(since the sudden is what takes place in the indivisible of time, the
instant), and time is defined by means of motion. And he goes on:

And so it is altogether impossible to define motion by things prior and better
known, save as the Philosopher here defines it. For it has [already] been said
that each genus is divided by potency and act. Now, potency and act, since they
are among the first differences of being [de primis differentiis entis], are
naturally prior to motion; and it is these that Aristotle uses to define motion.*

My interest in this text is that it makes clear that the very
definition of motion, used in the science having as its subject
mobile being, uses notions intelligibly prior to that of motion.
These are presented as differences of being. Obviously, being as
being is meant. The notion of being that is being employed can
hardly be conceived as limited to the mobile, since mobility is a
posterior intelligible. We are witnessing the role of metaphysical
considerations at the very origins of physical thought.

E)

Consider what Thomas says about the natures of natural
science (a particular science) and metaphysics.

All these particular sciences, which have just been mentioned, are about some
one particular domain of being, for example, about number or magnitude, or
something of that order. And each one treats circumscriptively about its own
subject-domain, i.e. so [treats] of its own domain, that [it treats] of nothing
else; for example, the science which treats of number does not treat of
magnitude. For none of them treats of being, unqualifiedly, that is, of being in
its generality [de ente in commune], nor even about any particular being
inasmuch as it is a being. For example, arithmetic does not determine about
number inasmuch as it is a being, but inasmuch as it is number. For to consider
any being, inasmuch as it is a being, is proper to metaphysics.!”

' I Phys., lect. 2 (285 [3]).
"7 VI Metaphys., lect. 1 (1147), concerning Aristotle at 1025b7-10 (emphasis added).
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In the Weisheipl scenario, physics does treat of what it talks about
from the viewpoint of “being,” that is, our original concept of
being. It “establishes” the concepts of act and potency, etc. It
presents “the nature of causality.” But as for Thomas, the above
statement is quite clear. If we find, in the treatments pertaining to
physical science, some approach from the viewpoint of being, this
will be, not properly physical science (see appendix 2), but a case
of the physicist taking on the role of the metaphysician. Along
these lines, Thomas tells us that the geometer proves his own
principles by taking on the role of the metaphysician.'®

II. THOMAS ONTHE FORMATION OF THE EDUCATED MIND

However, I do not think it would be very effective to take this
pathway in argument. The adversary might think it sufficient
(though it is not) to contend that all these things Thomas says
about physics not treating things from the viewpoint of being and
of substance are said in the light of the ultimate concept of being,
not in the light of the original concept. Accordingly, I see as the
proper argumentative strategy that we look directly at texts of
Thomas on the nature of the concept of being and its role in the
formation of the educated mind.

I will take my start from a text in Thomas’s commentary on the
Nicomachean Ethics, on the nature of the knowability of the most
universal principles. I will confirm Thomas’s commitment to the
position seen there by means of texts from Susmma Theologiae 1-11,
on the formation of intellectual virtues, and on the nature and
hierarchy of those virtues.

'8 [ Post. Anal., lect. 21 (ed. Leonine, lines 75-79, concerning Aristotle at 77b3-5}(ed. Spiazzi, no.
177): “contingit in aliqua sciencia probari principia illius sciencie, in quantum illa sciencia assumit ea que
sunt alterius sciencie, sicut si geometra probet sua principia secundum quod assumit formam philosophi
primi.”



558 LAWRENCE DEWAN, O.P.

In the commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics” we read that
metaphysics is most certain (i.e., more certain than any other
science) inasmuch as it attains to the primary principles of beings.
Though some of these principles are less known to us than other
things, nevertheless this claim is well founded, inasmuch as the
most universal principles, pertaining to being as being, are both
best known in themselves and best known to us. And these
pertain to metaphysics. Obviously, if the first principles, as first
known, were at first limited to corporeal being as corporeal, they
would not be known as they pertain properly to metaphysics.*
Thomas sees the principles, precisely as known first of all and to
all, as having the properly metaphysical character. This does not
make the beginner a finished metaphysician, but it does mean that
the principles of metaphysics are precisely those very first-known
principles, not some newly constructed conception of being
resulting from the study of physics. If we did not start with
metaphysical principles, no particular science would ever provide
them.

** Thomas Aquinas, VI Ethics, lect. 5 {ed. Leonine, t. 47-2; Rome: Ad Sanctae Sabinae, 1969: lines
102-6 (concerning Aristotle at 1141a12-17) (ed. Pirotta, no. 1181):

existimamus quosdam esse sapientes totaliter, idest respectu totius generis entium . . . illa quae
est sapientia simpliciter est certissima inter omnes scientias, inquantum scilicet attingit ad prima
principia entium, quae secundurm se sunt notissima, quamvis aliqua illarum, scilicet immaterialia,
sunt minus nota quoad nos. Universalissima autem principia sunt etiam quoad nos magis nota,
sicut ea quae pertinent ad ens inquantum est ens: quorum cognitio pertinet ad sapientiam sic
dictam, ut patet in quarto Metaphysicae. [emphasis added}

% Ashley says, “According to this [River Forest] theory, since the proper object of the human intellect
is ens mobile, being-that-becomes, the first science in the order of learning . . . can only be natural
science” (“School,” 3). Thomas never says, to my knowledge, and never would say, in my judgment, that
the proper object of the human intellect is ens mobile. When he needs to underline the humble beginnings
of human intellection, he uses such a formula as “ens vel verum, consideratum in rebus materialibus,”
that is, “a being” or “the true,” considered in material things (ST I, q. 87, a. 3, ad 1). This is a formula
that, while indicating the mode of being that is the connatural object of the human intellect, preserves
the metaphysical starting-point from confusion with the notions proper to physical science.
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One text alone will not prove the point.*! We should unite this
statement with texts from STh I-1I, so as to show that Thomas
views the first principles as intrinsically metaphysical, having a
power that cannot possibly belong to the conclusions of physics.
We can, nevertheless, develop a doctrine as to why it is only after
doing physics that one can do metaphysics.”* This will have to do,
not with the proper meaning of the first principles, but with the
fact (which we will see below) that the ability to exploit such
principles requires a preparation on the side of the passive
principle whereby we arrive at conclusions.

I now propose to look at the line of thinking Thomas displays
in STh I-1I regarding the development of intellectual virtue.”
Metaphysics, as human wisdom, is the highest of the intellectual

“ For another, see I Post. Anal., lect. 5 (Leonine lines 120-30; ed. Spiazzi, no. 50), where Thomas
speaks of the first principles known to all human beings. It is these very principles of which he says:

But of some propositions the terms are such that they are in the knowledge of all, such as “a
being,” “[something] one,” and the others which pertain to a being precisely as a being: for “a
being” is the first conception of the intellect. Hence, it is necessary that such propositions not
only in themselves, but even relative to everyone, stand as known by virtue of themselves: for
example that it does not happen that the same thing be and not be, and that a whole is greater
than its own part, and the like. Hence, such principles all sciences receive from metaphysics, to
which it belongs to consider being, just in itself [ens simpliciter], and those things which belong
to being.

It is these propositions, as known by everyone, that pertain to the metaphysician. This is hardly a scenario
in which “being” first has a narrow meaning, limited to the physical, and then is widened by physics
proving the existence of the incorporeal. In fact, Thomas goes on to speak of propositions known by
virtue of themselves, but not to all. He gives as his example here “that right angles are equals.”
Obviously, there are lots of such principles in each science, including metaphysics. What characterizes
the group Thomas is speaking of in the text quoted above is that they are known from the start to all.
These belong to metaphysics.

2 Notice in VI Metaphys., lect. 1 (1146), where St. Thomas is speaking of the principles and causes
considered in the sciences, and explains Aristotle’s having said that the causes were “more certain, or
simpler”: “Those principles either are more certain for us, as in natural [objects] which are closer to
sensible [objects], or else they are simpler, and prior as regards their nature, as is [the case with]
mathematical [objects).”

2 1 first called attention to this line of doctrine in my paper, “St. Thomas and the Ground of
Metaphysics,” in Philosophical Knowledge, ed. John B. Brough, Daniel O. Dahlstrom, and Henry B.
Veatch, Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association 54 (Washington, D.C.: ACPA,
1980), 144-54.

See also my paper, “St. Thomas, Jacques Maritain, and the Birth of Metaphysics", forthcoming in
Maritain Studies (Ottawa).
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virtues, and our present question concerns the way this is
produced in the human intellect.

The discussion begins, then, with the treatise on habitus,** the
genus to which virtue belongs. We are assured that the intellect is
a subject for such habits or dispositions.”’ We are also told that
there is no complete habit inborn in the intellect, but that there is
inborn the beginning of that habit called “the understanding of
principles,” the nature of the soul being such that, once it is
provided with the data of sense and imagination, it immediately
sees the truth of the principles.”

It is the next point that is of great importance: whether some
habit is caused by our acts. Thomas carefully explains that in the
agent there is sometimes found only an active principle; and in
such an agent there is no room for the development of a habit by
its own action (since habits belong to things precisely as possessed
of potency to several).”” However, there are agents that contain
both an active and a passive principle of their own action (and
this is the case with human beings and their actions). Thus, the
intellective power, inasmuch asit reasons concerning conclusions,
has as active principle a proposition known by virtue of itself (per
se nota). Hence, from such acts some habits can be caused in the
agents, not as regards the first active principle, but as regards the
principle of the act which moves (or operates) upon being moved.
The said habit is formed because everything that undergoes and
receives from another is disposed by the act of the agent. Hence,
from the multiplied acts there is generated in the passive and
moved power a quality which is called “a habit.” Thomas gives as

2 Habitus, taken from the verb habere, “to have,” defies translation. It includes what we mean in
English by a “habit,” but also applies to such things as health and beauty, as well as the results of training.
It is one of the species dividing the category of being called “quality.” Very often the word dispositio,
“disposition,” is used to convey the meaning. One might even try “set-up” or “arrangement.” Thus,
Thomas says, “*habitus’ conveys the meaning: some disposition ordered towards the nature of the thing,
and towards its operation or end, in function of which the thing is well or ill disposed towards that
[operation or end]” ($Th I-II, q. 49, a. 4; emphasis added). This article of the Summa presents the
conditions that require the existence of such qualities.

B $Th 111, q. 50, a. 4.

% 8Th 11, q. 51, a. 1. Notice that the same article says that the individual has a natural habit, as
regards the bodily organs and the corresponding sense powers, such that one person is more apt for
understanding well than is another.

7 See STh I-11, q. 49, a. 4.
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an example the scientific formations (i.e., the sciences), which are
caused in the intellect inasmuch as the intellect is moved by the
primary propositions.”®

A key objection points out that the habit is more noble than the
acts that precede the development of the habit: this is evident
because of the higher quality of the acts which result from the
possessed habit. Thus, since an effect cannot be more noble than
its cause, the earlier acts cannot produce the habit. In answer
Thomas says,

the acts preceding the habit, inasmuch as they proceed from the active
principle, proceed from a more noble principle than is the generated habit . . .
[T]he understanding of principles is a more noble principle than the science of
conclusions.

Thus, we see that the possible intellect, already naturally
perfected by the ability to understand principles, is an agent
relative to itself as formable to be adept at drawing conclusions
from principles. At first, it must move from principles to
conclusion without the benefit of an ease, a mastery, in the
matter. However, this ease is eventually developed.®
Nevertheless, in the hierarchy of perfections, the prior condition
(understanding of principles) is more noble than the subsequent
one (ease in drawing conclusions from principles).

Our next point concerns the later question: is the virtue of
wisdom the greatest among the intellectual virtues? The

B STH L, q. 51, a. 2.
# Ibid., ad 3. Notice that the habit of understanding the first principles is caused in the possible
intellect by the agent intellect:

Hence, if some disposition is in the possible intellect, caused immediately by the agent intellect,
such a disposition is incorruptible both on its own account and incidentally. Now, such are the
habits of the first principles, both speculative and practical, which cannot be corrupted either
by forgetfulness or deception, as the Philosopher says in Ethics 6 concerning prudence, which
is not lost by being forgotten. (STh I-1], q. 53, a. 1 [emphasis added])

% Notice that, as regards the possible intellect itself, regarding matters of science, one act of reason
can produce the habit: one per se nota proposition can conquer, i.e., can convince the intellect to assent
firmly to the conclusion. In opinion and probable matter, many acts are required. However, there is also
the “particular reason,” that is, the cogitative, memorative and imaginative powers. They are needed, and
their formation requires many repeated operations; $Th I-1], q. 51, a. 3.
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theoretical intellectual virtues are understanding of principles,
science, and wisdom.?! Wisdom is indeed the greatest, having as
its object the highest cause, which is God.”* However, an
objection is raised, based precisely on what we have just seen.

The knowledge of principles is more noble than the knowledge of conclusions.
But wisdom draws conclusions from the indemonstrable principles, upon which
[the virtue of] understanding [bears], just as do the other sciences. Therefore,
understanding is a greater virtue than wisdom.**

To this, Thomas replies:

The truth and knowledge of the indemonstrable principles depends on the
notion of the terms [ex ratione terminorumy]; for, it being known what a whole
is and what a part is, at once it is known that every whole is greater than its
own part. But to know the notion of “a being” and “not a being” [entis ef non
entis], and of “whole” and “part,” and of the other [items] that follow upon “a
being,” out of which as out of terms the indemonstrable principles are
constituted, pertains to wisdom; because “a being, universally” {ens commune)
is the proper effect of the highest cause, viz. God. And so wisdom does not
merely make use of the indemonstrable principles, on which [the virtue of]
understanding [bears], concluding from them, as do the other sciences; but also
[it treats of them] as judging about them and as disputing against those who
deny them. Hence, it follows that wisdom is a greater virtue than
understanding.**

If we remember the idea that it is not only science, but even
wisdom, that is generated, developed, by acts flowing from the
understanding of principles, and that such a process of

3 8$Th I, q. 57, a. 2; the ad 2 already makes it clear that both understanding of principles and

science depend on wisdom, as on what is most primary in perfection.
2STh LI, q. 66, a. 5:

the greatness of a virtue, as to its species, is considered from the object. But the object of wisdom
has priority of excellence among the objects of all the intellectual virtues: for it considers the
highest cause, which is God, as is said in the beginning of the Metaphysics.

For the reference to Aristotle, cf. 1.2 (983a5-12) and I Mezaphys., lect. 3 (64).

It must be noted that while Thomas does not generally allow that God is the subject of metaphysics,
he here makes God the object of the virtue of wisdom. At $Th 1, q. 1, a. 7, he tells us that the subject
stands related to a science the way the object stands related to a power or habit. Of course, to consider

metaphysics as wisdom is to take it in 2 somewhat special way.
3 8Th ], q. 66, a. S, obj. 4.
4 1bid., ad 4.
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development requires that the understanding of principles be
more noble than the resultant acts, we realize the implication for
our own topic.

Our understanding of the terms of the first principles, precisely
as prior to our knowledge of the first principles themselves, must
be an intellectual event even more noble than the event which is
the understanding of principles. The knowledge of the
indemonstrable principles depends on the knowledge of the terms.
Thomas’s strategy here against the objection is relevant only
along these lines.

Furthermore, the nobility of this event, the understanding of
the terms, is directly related by Thomas to wisdom, obviously
inchoate wisdom.” This means that our original and altogether
first knowledge of ens is that “active principle” previously
mentioned, which itself cannot be subject to improvement. So
taken, it is not developable. Rather, it is the vital force for the
entire development of intellectual life. And it pertains to
metaphysics. The “being” which pertains to metaphysics is the
“being” which we know as the very source of all intellectual
operation.

Thus, the first knowledge of ens is a perfect light, which will
reveal itself in our lower-level intellectual endeavors, all having
a somewhat secret movement towards the knowledge of God.*
That is why, in a way, the question of knowledge of God is
deceptive, as an indication of whether one is in physics or
metaphysics. Already, when one undertakes one’s first moral act,
one has a knowledge of God.”” However, it does not have
scientific perfection.®® We are proto-metaphysicians from the
dawn of intellectual life, long before we become scientific
metaphysicians.

As St. Thomas teaches, we certainly need to study physics
before studying metaphysics. However, the reasons for this are
not those suggested by the River Forest School.

3 AtSTH 11, q. 63, a. 2, ad 3, Thomas speaks of the naturally given beginnings of the virtues, moral
or intellectual, as “seeds or principles” (quaedam semina sive principia).

* Cf. Summa contra Gentiles 11, c. 25 (ed. Pera et al; Rome and Turin: Marietti, 1961; no. 2063).

* See STh 111, q. 89, a. 6, ad 3.

% Cf. ScG 11, c. 38 in its entirety.
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APPENDICES

1)

Ashley, in a footnote, notes “the attempts of some [Wippel and
Dewan are named] to show that it is possible without proving the
existence of immaterial substances to make a valid judgment that
ens inquantum ens is immaterial” and says:

[ would reply that such arguments at most conclude that immaterial substances
are possible, but that is not sufficient to establish the need for metaphysics.
These authors seem to start with Kant’s question: “How is metaphysics
possible?” . . . when for Aristotle and Aquinas it was “Is metaphysics needed?”
(“Si non est aliqua alia substantia praeter eas quae consistunt secundum
naturam, de quibus est physica, physica erit prima scientia”) . . .

He is here referring to my paper “St. Thomas Aquinas against
Metaphysical Materialism,” in A##i del'VIII Congresso Tomistico
Internazionale, ed. A. Piolanti (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice
Vaticana, 1982) 5:412-34. There, [ am not discussing merely the
possibility of metaphysics, but its actuality. And I claim to see it
as actual even before seeing that immaterial being is possible.
Thomas, thinking metaphysically, takes the trouble to prove the
possibility of form existing without matter. The possibility of
which he is speaking is not merely logical but real, in the nature
of form as form.

What is the “immaterial being” which constitutes the subject of
metaphysics? I did not use the expression “immaterial being.” I
merely referred to “that which can be without matter.” This is in
accordance with how Thomas speaks about the subject of
metaphysics:

But though the subject of this science is ens commune, nevertheless it is said to
be as a whole about those things which are separate from matter according to
being and notion [quae sunt separata a materia secundum esse et rationem).
Because we call “separate from matter according to being and notion,” not only
those things which can never be in matter, such as God and the intellectual
substances, but also those things which can be without matter, such as ens
commune. For this would not be the case, if it depended on matter as to being.
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This is to say that, when one grasps the intelligibility “being” as
found in sensible things, one finds it as something different from
the natural forms and the mathematicals. It includes neither
sensible nor intelligible matter in its own notion. It is a
metaphysical conclusion that form can exist without matter. It is
also a metaphysical conclusion that form does exist without
matter.

As for the need for metaphysics, Thomas, in the prooemium to
his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, presents the need as
based on the fact that no particular science considers the most
universal things, upon which nevertheless they all depend. He
says, concerning “abeing,” “[something] one,” “potency and act”:

Such things ought not to remain altogether indeterminate, since, without them,
a complete knowledge concerning those things which are proper to some genus
or species cannot be had. Nor, again, ought they be treated in some one
particular science: because, since each genus of beings needs them for
knowledge of it, with equal justification they would be treated in any other
particular science. Hence, it remains that such things be treated in one common
[or universal] science; which, since it is maximally intellectual, regulates the
others.

2)
Here is VII Metaphys., lect. 11 (1525-27):

He [Aristotle] shows what remains besides to be determined concerning
substances. And he posits that two [things] remain to be determined. The first
of which is that, since it has been determined that the substance and quiddity
of sensible and material things are the very parts of the species, it remains to
determine whether of such substances, 1.e., material and sensible, there is any
substance separate from matter [praeter materiam], such that it is necessary to
seek some substance of these sensibles other than that which has been
determined, as some people say numbers existing outside matter, or something
like that, i.e., species or Ideas, are the substances of these sensible things. And
concerning that there must be inquiry later.

For this inquiry is proper to this science. For in this science we try to
determine concerning sensible substances for the sake of this, that is, because
of immaterial substances, because the theorizing concerning sensible and
material substances in a way pertains to physics, which is not first philosophy,
but second, as was established in book 4. For first philosophy is about the first
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substances, which are immaterial substances, about which it theorizes not
merely inasmuch as they are substances, but inasmuch as they are such
substances, i.e., inasmuch as they are immaterial. About sensible substance it
does not theorize inasmuch as they are such substances, but inasmuch as they
are substances, or even beings, or inasmuch as through them we are led to the
knowledge of immaterial substances. But the physicist, conversely, determines
about material substances, not inasmuch as they are substances, but inasmuch
as they are material and [as] having in them a principle of movement.

And because someone might believe that natural science does not theorize
concerning the complete material and sensible substances, but only about their
matters, therefore he eliminates this, saying that the physicist must consider not
only matter, but also that part which is according to reason, that is, concerning
the form. And even more about the form than about the matter, because form
is more nature than matter [is], as is proved in the Physics, bk. 2. (Emphasis
added)
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AQUINAS AND OLIVI ON EVANGELICAL POVERTY:
A MEDIEVAL DEBATE AND ITS MODERN SIGNIFICANCE

KEVIN MADIGAN

Catholic Theological Union
Chicago, lllinois

URING THE ACADEMICYEAR 1279-80, Petrus Iohannis Olivi
lectured on the gospel of Matthew at one of the
Franciscan studia in southern France.! The finished
commentary, which he titled Lectura super Matthaeum, is worthy
of attention for a number of reasons. First, it may well have been
condemned, along with Olivi’s Apocalypse commentary, by Pope
John XXII in 1326.> Second, it seems to be one of the very few
high-scholastic gospel commentaries to have been influenced by

! For Olivi’s biography and a s iperb general introduction to his works, see D. Burr, The Persecution
of Peter Olivi, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 66, part 5 (Philadelphia, 1976). One
source places Olivi at Montpellier before 1283. See Olivi’s Epistola ad R., in his Quodlibeta (Venice,
1509), 53 (65)r. Another source places him in Narbonne. See Peter Olivi, Questiones in secundum librum
sententiarum, ed. Bernard Jansen, 3 vols., Bibliotheca Franciscana Scholastica Medi Aevi (Quaracchi,
1921-26), 1:633. On the date of Olivi’s Matthew commentary, see D. Burr, “The Date of Petrus Iohannis
Olivi’s Commentary on Matthew,” Collectanea Franciscana 46 (1976): 131-38; and the minor revisions
of the argument made in idem, Olivi and Franciscan Poverty: The Origins of the “Usus Pauper”
Controversy (Philadelphia, 1989), 54-55 nn. 28 and 36. Burr concludes that the lectures would have been
begun in the fall of 1279 and completed in the spring of 1280, though he concedes that they might have
been written in 1280-81 or even 1281-82.

2 The condemnation of the Apocalypse commentary is mentioned briefly in Bernard Gui, Flores
chronicarum, in S. Baluze, Vitae paparum avenionensium ed. and emended by G. Mollat (Paris, 1914-27),
1:142 and 1:166. Bernard says nothing about the contents of the condemnation; he only alludes to its
occurrence. The Dominican inquisitor Nicolas Eymerich reports that John condemned Olivi’s Matthew
commentary at the same time as the Apocalypse commentary (see N. Eymerich, Directorium inquisitionis
[Rome, 1585], 268. Nicholas is writing about fifty years after the events he reports. Nonetheless, there
is solid evidence that the Matthew commentary was examined in the process which resulted in the
condemnation of the Apocalypse commentary. This evidence may be found in a document entitled
Allegationes super articulis tractis per dominum papam de Postilla, quam composuit fr. Petrus lohannis
super Apocalipsim, quorum articulorum tenores inferius continentur, in MS Paris Bibl. Nat. lat. 4190. The
author’s comments on the Matthew commentary and its errors may be found on f. 44v.

567



568 KEVIN MADIGAN

the novel interpretive approach taken by Joachim of Fiore in his
Tractatus super quatuor Evangelia.’ Third, it reflects Olivi’s
polemical involvement in three contemporary disputes over the
nature and importance of “evangelical” perfection. One of these
was with the secular clergy of Paris and involved the Franciscans’
very right to exist.* A second was an intramural Franciscan affair;
it centered on the relationship between “poor use” of material
things (usus pauper) and the Franciscan vow.’ The third, which
involved possessio, was with the Dominican master Thomas
Aquinas.

Olivi’s quarrel with Thomas occurs when Olivi comes to
comment on Matthew 10:9-10: “Nolite possidere aurum, neque
argentum, neque pecuniam in zonis vestris, non peram in via . .
.” His commentary on these verses is actually a long, vigorous,
and at times vituperative response to two of Thomas’s quaestiones
on poverty.® My purpose here is describe how Thomas and Olivi
differed on this issue and to analyze why the differences were so
sharp.

One might begin to explain the difference between Thomas
and Olivi on the issue of poverty in terms of
Franciscan-Dominican tensions in the 1270s. Indeed, these
tensions do, to some extent, explain the disagreement; we will
give some attention to them below. The disharmony can also be
explained in terms of the relative value each order gave to the
virtue of poverty. Generally speaking, it is true to say that

* For the influence of Joachim on Olivi’s Matthew commentary, see K. Madigan, “Peter Olivi’s
Lectura super Matthaeum in Medieval Exegetical Context” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1992),
esp. chaps. 4-5.

* See Madigan, “Olivi’s Lectura super Matthaeum,” chap. 3.

* On Olivi’s position on poor use, see Burr, Olivi and Franciscan Poverty; and idem, “The
Correctorium Controversy and the Origins of the Usus Pauper Controversy,” Speculum 69 (1985):
331-42.

¢ Olivi’s response has been partially edited and briefly introduced in M.-T. d’Alverny, “Un adversaire
de Saint Thomas: Petrus Ioannis Olivi,” in St. Thomas Aquinas, 1274-1974, 2 vols. (Toronto, 1974),
2:179-218. Even before the publication of this partial edition, several extracts were published in Franz
Ehrle’s seminal article on Olivi, “Petrus Johannis Olivi, sein Leben und seine Schriften,” in Archiv fiir
Literatur- und Kirchengeschichte des Mittelalters (Berlin, 1885-90), 3:519-23. Yet Olivi’s argument and
his differences with Thomas have never been analyzed in detail. In this essay, I will use MS Oxford New
College 49, ff. 1-158 when referring to Olivi’s Matthew commentary, since d’Alverny did not edit some
of the parts of Olivi’s argument under consideration here. I will refer to Olivi’s Matthew commentary
with the abbreviation Mzz.
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Franciscans valued poverty more highly than Dominicans in the
thirteenth century, and, again, this difference helps to explain the
vigor of Olivi’s diatribe.

Nonetheless, such an explanation would be superficial. For one
thing, there was no such thing as a single Dominican vision of
poverty in the thirteenth century. Even less is it possible to speak
of a single Franciscan view. Indeed, there were several Franciscan
views, both on dominium and, especially, on usus.” Many
Franciscans would have been quite appalled to see Olivi
designated their representative on either issue, especially the
latter. The dispute cannot be interpreted simply as another
installment in the thirteenth-century debate between the rival
orders over one another’s merits, or views on poverty, or
proximity to evangelical perfection. It has to be understood also,
and perhaps primarily, as a disagreement between two highly
original thinkers whose ordinal identity was, while not incidental
to the debate, not fully explanatory of it either.

In a recent book on Thomas’s views on poverty, Jan G. J. van
den Eijnden has devoted half of a stimulating and perceptive
chapter to understanding the debate between Olivi and Aquinas.®
While warning us, correctly, to “overcome the paralyzing
labelling of different opinions concerning Evangelical Poverty
such as Franciscan or Dominican,” van den Eijnden nevertheless
maintains that in the debate Olivi was “carried away by . . . his
internal Franciscan interests when he refutes Aquinas's
opinions.”"® Olivi’s intentions, he suggests, were for the Friars
Minor to be poorer than they actually were.'! Indeed, the
“moving spring of Olivi’s reflections [was] a practical one.”'”
Thus the “fundamental difference” between Olivi and Thomas
was “the difference between a person partial to Poverty [i.e.,

7 For the development of Franciscan views on poverty in the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries,
see M. D. Lambert, Franciscan Poverty: The Doctrine of the Absolute Poverty of Christ and the Apostles
in the Franciscan Order, 1210-1323 (London, 1961).

# Jan G. ]. van den Eijnden, Poverty on the Way to God: Thomas Aquinas on Evangelical Poverty
(Leuven, 1994), 198-216.

s Ibid., 198.

© Ibid., 212.

" Ibid.

12 1bid., 213.
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Olivi] and a theologian [Thomas].”"> “It is,” van den Eijnden
concludes, “the difference between the theologian on the one
hand and the man partial to Poverty on the other which is the
basis of Olivi’s dispute with Thomas and not, in the first place, a
theological difference.”"

My contention is that Thomas and Olivi disagree sharply on
the issue of poverty because of fundamental differences on a
single, crucial theological issue: the nature and obligations of the
Christian gospel. More precisely, the most relevant differences
here center on the meaning and even the content of that part of
the Christian gospel both friars designated as the “New Law”
(nova lex). Olivi’s critique of Thomas’s position encompassed
other important sociological, hermeneutical, and disciplinary
issues. But, fundamentally, Olivi disagreed with Thomas’s views
on poverty primarily because of prior theological differences on
the essence of the nova lex, especially its implications for those
who had professed vows to observe it unconditionally.

I. DOMINICAN-FRANCISCAN TENSIONS, 1240-80

With a logic peculiar to the first century of their existence,
once the mendicant orders seemed assured of victory over the
secular clergy in the mid- to late-1270s, they began to turn on one
another. To be sure, the tension did not begin in the 1270s. It is
possible to see the secular-mendicant controversy as a temporary
cessation of hostilities between two antagonists compelled by
circumstances to join forces against a common foe. Once victory
was achieved in the 1270s and early 1280s, the mendicant orders
were free to return to the mutual reproaches of the 1240s and
early 1250s.

The sources of the tension in those early years are fairly easy
to identify, thanks to the joint encyclical issued in 1255 by John
of Parma, the Franciscan minister general, and Humbert of

U Ibid.
 Ibid., 215.
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Romans, the Dominican master." The orders were in competition
for recruits from the same pool of young men and for space and
buildings in the same cities. Some brothers would try to
discourage recruits from joining the rival order by dwelling upon
its relative lack of perfection. When one order would arrive first
in a city, it would often do what it could to prevent the other
from establishing itself. If one order heard of its rival’s interest in
a local building, it would try to acquire it first. Some brothers
would disparage the other order in the hopes of attracting
bequests. Sermons were sometimes thwarted by members of the
rival order. Having compiled this list of underhanded behaviors,
John and Humbert condemned them and exhorted the brothers
to fraternal amity.

The secular-mendicant controversy put an end to much (but
not all) of the inter-order bickering.'® Evidence of the resumption
of the quarrel comes from the late 1260s and early 1270s from
England. Sources from this period indicate that the Dominicans
were weary of being compared unfavorably to the Franciscans
because they received money. They were anxious to show that the
Franciscans also accepted money and to prove that, on this score,
there was no difference between the two orders.'”” Among those
making such charges was the Dominican provincial Robert
Kilwardby and among those answering them were the Oxford
regent master John Pecham. Like other Dominicans, Kilwardby
seems to have questioned the Franciscan claim to observe
evangelical perfection, noting that Christ had carried a purse. He
and other Dominicans also seem to have wondered aloud whether

S For the joint letter, see L. Wadding, Annales minorum, 3 vols. (Rome, 1732), 3:380-83. For
analyses of the dispute, see W. A. Hinnebusch, History of the Dominican Order (Staten Island, 1965),
161, 296, and 322; and Burr, Olivi and Franciscan Poverty, 149-151.

' Bonaventure’s Epistola de tribus quaestionibus, probably written by February 1257, was intended
to answer an anonymous Dominican’s charge that the order is hypocritical in claiming not to receive
money when in fact it does—evidence that the bickering continued. It also addresses other charges
involving Franciscan practice. See S. Bonaventurae Opera Omnia, 11 vols. (Grottaferrata, 1882-1902),
8:331ff. for the text of the letter.

'” An anonymous Oxford Dominican provides this information in a text documenting his brothers’
attempts to stop the Dominican criticism and punish the critics. The chronicle is edited in A. G. Little,
The Grey Friars of Oxford (Oxford, 1892), 320-35.
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the Franciscans were without possessions.'® As David Burr has put
it, “If any single motive for Kilwardby’s attack emerges . . . it is
the Dominican’s desire to defend his order against what he
interprets as arrogant Franciscan claims to superiority.”"’

Soon the respective leaders of the two orders felt compelled to
issue again a joint letter. In 1274, the Dominican master John of
Vercelli and the Franciscan minister general Jerome of Ascoli
published a letter demanding an end to the mutual meddling in
ecclesiastical functions and to the making of invidious
comparisons.”’ Once again, this tactic failed to end the hostilities.
Indeed the conflict only intensified after the 1270 and 1277
Parisian condemnations of the use of Aristotle in theology and the
subsequent controversy over Thomism.?!

II. THOMAS ON MATTHEW 10:9-10

Thomas himself had entered the fray well before his death in
1274. In his Summa theologiae, he had criticized the Franciscan
position regarding vows.”” In both the Swumma and the
Quaestiones quodlibetales, Thomas asks whether someone vowing
obedience to a rule sins mortally if he transgresses any part of it.
He answers affirmatively. According to Thomas, the Order of
Preaching Brothers follows the wisest course in vowing to live
“according to” the rule rather than in vowing observance of all its

¥ See Pecham’s Contra Kilwardby in Tractatus de paupertate {Aberdeen, 1910), 129-149. It is not
absolutely clear that Kilwardby had made these arguments, though it is safe to assume that they came
from the larger Dominican camp.

¥ Burr, Olivi and Franciscan Poverty, 153.

% The letter has been published in B. Reichert, “Litterae encyclicae magistrorum generalium,” in
Monumenta Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum Historica S (Rome, 1900), 100-104.

' The two condemnations were made by Stephen Tempier, bishop of Paris. A paralle] condemnation
occurred in 1277 by the Dominican archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Kilwardby. See Chartularium
Universitatis Parisiensis, ed. H. Denifle and A. Chatelain, 4 vols. (Brussels, 1964), 1:486-87 and 543-58.
On the condemnation, see F. van Steenberghen, “Siger de Brabant et la condamnation de l'aristotélisme
hétérodoxe le 1 mars 1277,” Académie royale de Belgique bulletin de la classe des lettres et des sciences
norales et politiques, 5th ser., 49 (1978): 63-74. Despite this Dominican opposition, the Dominican
Order soon moved toward establishing Thomism as the only permissible position. In 1278, the General
Chapter sent two friars to England to investigate those criticizing Thomas’s writings. See Chartularium
1: 566 ff.

2 SThII-, q. 186, a. 9, in the Leonine edition, Sancti Thomae Aquinatis Opera Omnia, 16 vols. to
date (Rome, 1882-), 10:500-501; Quaestiones quodlibetales, quod. 1, a. 20, in S. Thomae Aquinatis
quaestiones disputatate et quaestiones duodecim quodlibetales, 5 vols. (Turin, 1931-42), 5:17-18.



































































































































































































































































































