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INTRODUCTION

This is the problem of evil in nuce, and it trades on the fear

that perhaps God is not so good after all—indeed, that God
may not exist. To assuage this fear we moderns cast about for
either (a) convincing empirical evidence of God’s real
benevolence or (b) imaginative scenarios in which God and evil
are logically compossible. Finding (a) would suggest that we are
rationally justified, if not compelled, in believing in God’s
goodness (a theodicy proper), while finding (b) would suggest
that we are not necessarily unjustified in doing so (a more modest
defense of religious faith).!

In contrast to us with our post-Enlightenment concerns,
Thomas Aquinas is not centrally occupied with the problem of
evil. As we will see, this is true even in Thomas’s Expositio super
Job ad litteram, the place where theodicy questions would seem
most pressing.” This does not mean that Thomas is oblivious to

IF GOD IS SO GOOD, why isn’t God’s creation more so?”

! 1 take the distinction between a theodicy proper and a defense of faith from Terrence Tilley, The
Evils of Theodicy (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1991), 130-33.
2 As Eleonore Stump has noted,

the story of innocent Job, horribly afflicted with undeserved suffering,
seems to many people representative of the kind of evil with which any
theodicy must come to grips. But Aquinas sees the problem in the book of
Job differently. He seems not to recognize that suffering in the world, of
the quantity and quality of Job’s, calls into question God’s goodness, let

1
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the relevant issues, for he is clearly aware of the apparent
incompatibility of worldly evils and an all-good God (see STh I,
g. 2, a. 3, ad 1).” But the vector of his commentary runs in the
opposite direction from that of most modern theodicists: again,
moderns tend to reason from the world even with its palpable evil
to a real (or at least possible) God, whereas Thomas tends to
reason from a palpable God to a defeated (or at least
eschatologically defeasible) evil.*

Just as Thomas is aware of the argument from design in the
world zo the existence of God (the fifth of the “five ways” in STh
I, q. 2, a. 3) yet focuses more on the argument zo design from the
existence of God,” so he is aware of the argument from the
defeasibility of evil but focuses more on the argument to the
defeasibility of evil. One can overdraw the contrast here, but first
of all and most of the time Aquinas begins with trust in God’s
providence and asks what follows with respect to the nature and
final disposition of evil. Aquinas’s concern is not so much with
“intellectual obstacles” to justified belief in God as with practical
obstacles to the profitable contemplation of God.® His primary

alone God’s existence. Instead Aquinas understands the book as an attempt
to come to grips with the nature and operations of divine providence.
(Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” in Reasoned Faith [Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 1993], 333)

* See Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province
(Westminster, Md.: Christian Classics, 1981); all of my subsequent references to and quotations from
the Summa rely on this five-volume edition.

41 call evil “defeasible” if it can be shown by argument (either a priori or a posteriori) not to
undermine the overall goodness of human lives, either individually or collectively. Present-day theists tend
to argue from the defeasibility of evil to the (possible) existence of an omnipotent and omnibenevolent
God who created and governs those lives (cf. Richard Swinburne); atheists and agnostics tend to argue
from the indefeasibility of evil to the (probable) nonexistence of such a God (cf. J. L. Mackie and William
Rowe); Aquinas, in contrast, tends to argue from the reality of God’s eternal love and providential power
to the defeasibilty of temporal evil.

5 1 take this terminology from Jonathan Wells, Charles Hodge’s Critique of Darwinism: An
Historical-Critical Analysis of Concepts Basic to the 19th Century Debate (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen
Press, 1988), 9, 93-101, and 215-23.

¢ John Hick writes: “the challenge of evil to religious conviction seems to have been felt in the early
Christian centuries and in the medieval period as acutely as it is today.” He goes on to observe that “in
the thirteenth century Thomas Aquinas listed as the two chief intellectual obstacles to Christian theism,
first, that constituted by the reality of evil and, second, the difficulty of establishing the existence of God
in view of the apparent explicability of the world without reference to a Creator” (Hick, Evil and the God
of Love [New York: Harper and Row, 1978], 3-4).
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purpose is not to defend the rationality of believers, as several
commentators have reminded us, but rather to promote their
happiness.’

I want to explore here in a limited way the relation between
divine providence and human history, especially the experience
of freedom and evil. I first examine three alternative conceptions
of the meaning of temporal life and how it relates to “the love of
God,”® all of which are discussed or alluded to by Thomas in his
Expositio super Job ad litteram. 1 call them (1) impersonal
fatalism, (2) Deuteronomic retributivism, and (3) eschatological
perfectionism. I am deeply indebted to Aquinas’s views, but in
opposition to his considered opinion I next elaborate and defend
a fourth vision, dubbed (4) strong agape. My aim is not to solve
the modern theodicy problem but rather to understand a religious
faith that flows from being touched by divine love.

I applaud Aquinas’s distancing of the problem of evil, as well
as his denial of impersonal fatalism’ and this-worldly re-
tributivism. These moves allow him to avoid many of what
Terrence Tilley calls “the evils of theodicy”'’ (e.g., explaining
away temporal suffering). Thomas does offer cosmological

7 See Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job.” As Martin Yaffe has maintained, Thomas’s
commentary is more “protreptic” than “dialectical” or “scientific”; it points out the limits on
philosophical argumentation concerning the nature of divine providence even while exhorting
readers/listeners to faith. See Yaffe, “Interpretive Essay” accompanying Anthony Damico’s translation
of The Literal Exposition on Job: A Scriptural Commentary Concerning Providence (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1989), 6-7. In a similar vein, Nicholas Wolterstorff has argued that Aquinas generally does not
offer an “evidentialist apologetics” in which traditional dogmas are grounded in certitude; he provides,
instead, a natural theology that clarifies humanity’s ultimate felicity as a union with God that is
orchestrated by God. See Wolterstorff, “The Migration of the Theistic Arguments: From Natural
Theology to Evidentialist Apologetics,” in Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral Commitment, ed. Audi
and Wainwright (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986).

# I mean the phrase “the love of God” to play on both the objective and the subjective genitive (i.e.,
God’s love of creatures as well as creatures’ love of God).

® As I argue below, I do not believe that Thomas completely escapes a sophisticated version of
providential fatalism. He explicitly wants to preserve meaningful human freedom (e.g., STh |, q. 23, a.
6), but his embracing of unalterable predestination undercuts this.

19 «Certainly one can construct a Thomistic resolution to the problem of evil,” Tilley concedes, “but
‘the problem of evil” was not Thomas’s problem.” According to Tilley, in fact, “constructing theodicies
is not a Christian discourse practice before the Enlightenment” (Tilley, The Evils of Theodicy, 227 and
229).
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arguments for the existence of God,'' but I want to emulate his
typical pattern of beginning primarily with God and then
reasoning to order in the world. It is my thesis, however, that this
pattern in fact leads to some non-Thomistic conclusions. More
specifically, affirming the transcendent goodness of God counts
against (a) a compatibilist doctrine of irresistible grace, (b) an
exclusively pedagogical account of human suffering, and (c) an
emphatic insistence on personal immortality.

The lesson of Job, I argue, is that God’s love is an utterly
gratuitous personal presence, the possibility of tenderness even in
the face of extreme suffering and death. It is an ineffably kind
visitation that is its own reward, as well as a source of the
obligation to be kind to others. The more maximal our
appreciation of divine charity, including its permission of human
freedom, the more minimal can be our bother over theodicy and
longevity. We are rightly moved by human (and animal) suffering,
and “longevity has its place” (King), but abstract theodicies tend
to inure us to others’ pain and to make an idol of an afterlife. The
more we admit that the problem of evil remains mysterious and
that physical death may be the end of one’s personal existence,
the more constructive is our response to tragedy and mortality.

[. IMPERSONAL FATALISM

By “impersonal fatalism” I mean any perspective on the
meaning of life that denies divine attention to and promotion of
the well being of individual finite agents. This denial may involve
construing human history as the more or less chance upshot of
random forces (the priority of contingency) or the more or less
fixed upshot of predetermined forces (the priority of necessity).
Beyond this, on my definition even the Aristotelian-Averroist
denial of particular providence counts as impersonal fatalism,
since on this account God is not (indeed, cannot be) concerned

! Victor Preller exaggerates an important insight when he intimates that the five ways to prove God’s
existence discussed in the Summa Theologiae are not Thomas’s ways. See Preller, Divine Science and the
Science of God (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1967), 109. It is momentous to realize how little
work the cosmological arguments do in Thomas’s apophatic project, but he does endorse them as sound.
He sees the existence of God as one of the preambles of faith that can be proved by natural reason ab
effectu, beginning with (God’s) sensible effects (see STh I, q. 2, aa. 2 and 3).
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with individual human beings but only with the species. In our
personal lives, we must be resigned to a sort of divine
indifference, and this rules out, among other things, the
possibility of a personal relation with the ultimate Power in the
universe. At the theological level, our fate simply bears down on
us; to hold otherwise is to embrace a crude anthropocentrism.'?

Aquinas takes a rejection of fatalism to be a central lesson of
the Book of Job. The various versions of fatalism are mistaken
about divine providence and lead, in turn, to private despair and
public immorality. Whether or not one can conceive some form
of “fatalistic virtue” (e.g., as in Stoicism), one can readily agree
with Thomas that this would be a far cry from traditional
Christian faith as well as from the foundational beliefs of Job.
Impersonal fatalism amounts to a denial of God’s omniscience
and omnipotence, but more significantly for Christians it slanders
God’s love. If God created human beings such that the hairs on
their heads are numbered, then God can and does care for them
as individuals. In short, Thomas’s siding with Job on the
particularity of providence (see also STh I, q. 22, a. 2) seems
convincing to most believers, though the question of how this
providence operates (whether it leaves room for human freedom,
whether it orchestrates an afterlife for believers, etc.) remains
open.

1I. DEUTERONOMIC RETRIBUTIVISM

An alternative view of divine providence is Deuteronomic
retributivism. A weak version of such retributivism holds that
God often punishes the wicked and rewards the virtuous in this
life, but Zophar, Eliphaz, and Bildad embrace a much stronger
version in their accusations against Job. In an effort to explain
Job’s suffering while preserving God’s limitless power and
discriminating justice, they endorse two related theses: (1) that
God provides earthly rewards for good individuals and earthly

2 For a highly nuanced attempt to defend a theocentric emphasis in ethics that uncouples belief in
personal immortality from genuine piety, see James Gustafson, Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective,
vols. 1-2 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981 and 1984). Gustafson does not deny human
freedom, but he does make the faithful individual’s relation to God less personal than is traditionally
assumed. He is the most cogent Stoic Christian writing today.
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punishments for wicked individuals, and (2) that everything that
happens in human history is explicable as part of this retributivist
system. If Job suffers, they reason, it must be due to his past sins.

Aquinas takes exception with the friends’ strong retributivism.
The “comforters” subscribe to the this-worldly, divine
retributivism outlined in Deuteronomy and challenged by the
Book of Job, as well as by biblical Wisdom literature generally.
Like Zophar, Eliphaz, and Bildad, Thomas thinks that God is just
and that God rewards and punishes individuals; but Thomas also
holds two related beliefs that separate him from both
impersonalists and Deuteronomists. According to Aquinas, (1)
divine rewards and punishments are not (usually) in the form of
material goods and ills or physical pleasures and pains, and (2)
they are not meted out in time (at least not uniformly or
decisively)."® God’s providence is at work in history, but it is only
in eternity that the means and ends of that providence are finally
realized for, and fully evident to, finite persons. In this life, the
righteous suffer injustices and the wicked often flourish, at least
in material terms.

To the extent that religion is identifiable with Deuteronomic
theology, therefore, “Job” is an irreligious book. Aquinas is
similarly irreligious, however, and would have us (like Job)
“repudiate and repent of dust and ashes.”™* He encourages us,

13 As Eleonore Stump points out:

On Aquinas’s account, the problem with Job’s friends is that they have a
wrong view of the way providence operates. They suppose that providence
assigns adversities in this life as a punishment for sins and earthly
prosperity as a reward for virtue. Job, however, has a more correct view of
providence, according to Aquinas, because he recognizes that a good and
loving God will nonetheless allow the worst sorts of adversities to befall a
virtuous person also. (Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 333-34)

14This translation of Job 42:6 follows that of Dale Patrick, as cited by Gustavo Gutierrez in On Job:
God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Press, 1987), 83. Gutierrez reads Job
as at last being so moved by God’s loving presence as to change his mind about his previous lamentation.
Job comes to see that, although he is innocent, “he cannot go on complaining” (87). Edwin Good agrees
that Job’s final “repudiation” or “repentance” does not negate his claim to innocence, but Good
emphasizes even more than Gutierrez that verse 6 can be read as Job’s rejection of the Deuteronomic
obsession with guilt and innocence and its self-mortifying ritual symbolized by “dust and ashes.” “Job
takes a religious action to foreswear religion. . . . He repents of repentance” (Edwin Good, “Job,” in
Harper’s Bible Commentary, ed. James L. Mays [San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1988], 431; see also
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that is, to reject all rituals that presume earthly ills always or even
usually to be punishments for personal guilt. Worldly losses are
genuine ills: we are communal creatures who are vulnerable to
real harms, and virtue is not the only good thing.!* Nevertheless,
given Thomas’s equation of human happiness with the
contemplation of God, even those who (like Job) are physically
and emotionally afflicted in this life may still, to a degree, be
called “happy”—though they cannot, of course, enjoy the
ultimate felicity of an entirely stable relation to God.*®

I consider virtue and happiness to be still more vulnerable,
more separable, than Thomas at times allows. Though not a Stoic,
Aquinas comes uncomfortably close to what I have elsewhere
called, playing off of Martha Nussbaum, “the facility of
goodness.””” For Thomas, happiness is “nothing else than the
right order of the will to the last end [God]” (STh I-1], q. 5, a. 7),
and this implies that the good are happy by definition (see STh
I-1I, q. 2, a. 2, ad 1). But does the Holy Spirit always protect the
peace and joy of those who remain faithful in affliction, and may
we call someone “happy” who is without peace and joy, however
morally upright? Here we must recur to Summa contra Gentiles
and remind ourselves, in Thomas’s own words, that “freedom
from death [and accompanying sorrow}] is something man cannot
achieve in this life. Therefore, it is not possible for man in this life
to be [entirely] happy.”’® Thomas holds that “no man can of
himself be the sufficient cause of another’s spiritual death, because
no man dies spiritually except by sinning of his own will” (STh q.
73, a. 8, ad 3). But even if no one can be compelled by another to
sin, what of those who are so abused as to be kept from virtue,
from moral agency itself, through no fault of their own? These
are challenging questions, and the heart of Thomas’s answer is an

Edwin Good, In Turns of Tempest: A Reading of Job [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990], 170).
For a criticism of Gutierrez, see Tilley, The Evils of Theodicy, 99-102.

¥ Stump demonstrates that Thomas is no Stoic who insists on radical self-sufficiency or simply denies
the reality of temporal evil. See “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 339.

¢ See Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles 111, c. 48, trans. Vernon . Bourke (Notre Dame: Notre Dame
University Press, 1956).

" Timothy Jackson, “The Disconsolation of Theology: Irony, Cruelty, and Putting Charity First,” The
Journal of Religious Ethics 20 (Spring 1992): 2.

18 Aquinas, ScG 11I, c. 48. I add the qualifier “entirely” because Thomas himself does so in his next
paragraph.
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eschatological perfectionism that presumes personal immortality,
as well as compatibilist freedom.!”” These are precisely the
premises [ wish to probe.

II1. ESCHATOLOGICAL PERFECTIONISM

Perhaps the key difference between Job and his friends, on
Thomas’s view, is that Job believes in bodily resurrection, while
they do not.? For it is Beatitude in the afterlife that makes evil
and suffering defeasible.?! This commitment to personal fulfill-
ment in an afterlife, when specifically coupled with the claim that
there must be an afterlife for there to be fulfillment, is definitive
of eschatological perfectionism.

It is impossible for natural desire to be unfulfilled, since “nature does nothing
in vain.” Now, natural desire would be in vain if it could never be fulfilled.
Therefore, man’s natural desire [for felicity] is capable of fulfillment, but not
in this life, as we have shown. So, it must be fulfilled after this life. Therefore,
man’s ultimate felicity comes after this life. (ScG III, c. 48)

As with impersonal fatalism and Deuteronomic retributivism,
there are two major versions of eschatological perfectionism: one
that emphasizes divine justice and one that emphasizes divine
compensation. Whereas Thomas highlights God’s eschatological
justice in rewarding the virtuous with eternal joy and punishing
the wicked with eternal torment, many contemporary philo-
sophers of religion (e.g., Robert and Marilyn Adams) highlight
God’s eschatological charity in compensating people for the ills

*In theological contexts, “compatibilism” is the view that creaturely responsibility is not undermined
by the Creator’s determination of all actions and events as their sufficient reason; human freedom and
divine determinism are “compatible.” Incompatibilism, by contrast, contends that such freedom and
determinism are not reconcilable; not even God can “necessitate” a finite free act. “Compatibilist
freedom” is possessed by a human agent whose actions can, in theory, be causally guaranteed by God
(e-8., by God’s irresistibly moving the agent’s will). “Incompatibilist freedom” admits of no such divine
determination.

2 Yaffe (“Interpretive Essay”) repeatedly makes this point.

2 As Stump puts it: “Aquinas’s idea . . . is that the things that happen to a person in this life can be
justified only by reference to her or his state in the afterlife.” “Aquinas takes the book of Job to be trying
to instill in us the conviction that there is another life after this one, that our happiness lies there rather
than here, and that we attain to that happiness only through suffering” (Stump, “Aquinas on the
Sufferings of Job,” 334 and 345).
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suffered (either unfairly or merely unfortunately) during their
temporal lives. The difference is between construing the
perfection of God’s providence as God’s giving finite individuals
their spiritual due and construing it as God’s giving them a joy
that outstrips all moral merit and demerit.

Unlike Job’s accusers, Aquinas rejects this-worldly retribu-
tivism, but he is a firm believer in eschatological retributivism. For
all of his accent on the gratuitousness of God’s love, Thomas still
speaks of a just God who ordains heaven for some and hell for
others “in that life to which man is restored by resurrection.”*
Yet is there sufficient warrant to say, as Thomas does, that God
damns some to eternal torment without chance of mercy (STh
suppl., q. 99, aa. 1-2)?* Compensationalists do not try to justify
suffering (either in this life or a next) with reference to divine
retribution. Nevertheless, there are two related theses common to
both versions of eschatological perfectionism: (1) that God's
providence comes to consummation only beyond the end of time,
and (2) that without an afterlife involving some form of
resurrection, God cannot be either just or loving.** If God is to be
God, so to speak, there must be personal immortality, at least for
believers.

TV. STRONG AGAPE DEFINED

Strong agape is an alternative to the three visions considered
thus far. As I define it, strong agape affirms: (1) that the reality of
agapic love is not merely the greatest good but also a metavalue:
namely, that virtue which makes other human virtues possible and
that good without which no other human good can be
substantively enjoyed; and (2) that the possibility of loving and
being loved, freely, may be a sufficient reason to justify creation

2 Aquinas, Literal Exposition on Job, 225.

3 For a contrasting Catholic perspective, see Hans Urs von Balthasar, Dare We Hope “That All Men
Be Saved"?, With a Short Discourse on Hell (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988).

* Marilyn Adams, as Stump underscores, merely insists that the presence of God experienced by
creatures after death will be of such surpassing value that it will make up for the evils of this life. The
reasons for evil remain a mystery for us in time, but eschatologically the overall goodness of the world
is guaranteed. See Adams, “Redemptive Suffering: A Christian Solution to the Problem of Evil,” in
Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral Commitment; and “The Problem of Hell: A Problem of Evil for
Christians,” in Reasoned Faith, 301-27.
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of the world in spite of its liability to sin and natural evil. Ideally,
the love in question is directed toward and received from both
God and other human beings. Emphasizing that it be given and
taken “freely” does not imply, however, that agape must always
be a matter of self-conscious deliberation and/or struggle against
inclination; pace Kant, spontaneous dispositions count.

In elaborating these affirmations, strong agapists side with
compensationalists in one key respect and depart from both
Thomas and the compensationalists in another.”’ They believe
that God’s goodness entails that whatever salvation there is is
offered to all creatures independent of merit or demerit (either
pre- or postmortem) and is accepted (if accepted) freely. Yet they
also believe that there is no way of knowing whether God’s
goodness requires our immortality for its perfection and no way
of knowing whether the world will eventually be good overall.
Like most compensationalists, strong agapists hold that incom-
patibilist human freedom is essential if we are to escape im-
personal fatalism; but they also hold that putting charity first
among the virtues does not require God either to reward us for
goodness, to punish us for evil, or to compensate us for ills, in
either this life or an afterlife. Charity as participation in the life
of God is its own reward, and this is possible here and now (as
Thomas reminds us elsewhere);* hatred as willing harm for
another is its own punishment, and this is all too actual here and
now.

What is the basis for such a strong position? Is any
counter-evidence entertainable?”” Answers must be largely bio-
graphical and autobiographical. The example of Job himself
suggests that death need not be known to be defeated before
goodness can be realized, any more than evil need be known to
be defeated before faith can be realized. Job celebrates God in
spite of temporal pain and doubt. The presence of an infinitely
loving Person makes existence worthwhile, if trying; indeed, the
power to care that flows from that presence suggests to strong

** In “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” Stump expounds Thomas’s views on evil rather than argues
for them; still, she finds them “impressive and admirable in many ways” (356).

* See, e.g., STh1I-II, q. 27, a. 4, ad 3.

¥ James Gustafson has pressed these questions, in conversation.
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agapists that Love is the generating source of one’s very being.
Were virtues like empathy and hope, justice and mercy, creativity
and patience, thwarted rather than enhanced by agape, there
would be grounds for rejecting the view. But the opposite seems
to be the case. Strong agape reflects a leap of faith, based more on
trust in the Creator than on calculations about creation;
nevertheless, it is not arbitrary.

V. STRONG AGAPE, HUMAN SUFFERING, AND INCOMPATIBILIST
FREEDOM

Aquinas need not be insensitive to human pain or utterly
dismissive of the import of the temporal world, because it is in
this world that (some) people are prepared for eternal joy. Such
joy, in turn, justifies the pain experienced in acquiring it.
Commentators like Eleonore Stump rightly emphasize that
Aquinas is no masochist: individuals are schooled in patience by
affliction, according to Thomas, yet the suffering in question is
not judged good simpliciter but only secundum quid, that is, as a
means to an end (cf. STh 1, q. 21, a. 4, ad 3).?® Temporal suffering
is like a harsh (spiritual) medicine administered by a benevolent
physician. Yet Stump asks the crucial question: “how would we
know with regard to suffering when it was serving the function of
spiritual health and so was good rather than destructive?” She
answers that “we can't know”” and thus must rely on the
expertise of God. I contend, however, that both Stump’s question
and her answer are virtually impossible for Thomas to formulate,
given his account of divine providence and human freedom.

Aquinas’s views on freedom, a form of compatibilism, render
the modern problem of evil unintelligible, not merely secondary
or uninteresting. I have emphasized and even applauded the fact
that Thomas wants to reject impersonal fatalism, but at the end
of the day his own conception of grace undercuts any significant
human agency, I believe. His compatibilism (see STh I-11, q. 13,
a. 6) is untenable: this life and God’s love lose their import when
we factor in Thomas’s mature claim that God is the sufficient

# Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 347.
® Ibid., 348.
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cause of all objects, actions, and events (what Bernard Lonergan
calls the “universal instrumentality” thesis).’® Thomas insists that
God respects inferior causes, giving creatures “the dignity of
causality” (STh 1 g. 22, a. 3), but he nevertheless holds that God
(irresistibly) moves the human will:

God moves man to act, not only by proposing the appetible to the senses, or
by effecting a change in his body, but also by moving the will itself; because
every movement either of the will or of nature, proceeds from God as the First
Mover. And just as it is not incompatible with nature that the natural
movement be from God as the First Mover, inasmuch as nature is an
instrument of God moving it, so it is not contrary to the essence of a voluntary
act, that it proceed from God, inasmuch as the will is moved by God.
Nevertheless both natural and voluntary movements have this in common, that
it is essential that they should proceed from a principle within the agent. (STh
I, q. 6, a. 1, ad 3; see also a. 4, esp. ad 1)

As the Creator of the world, God brings about necessary things
necessarily and contingent things contingently, according to
Thomas (STh I-11, q. 10, a. 4; and 1, q. 22, a. 4). It is paramount
to recognize that God’s moving an individual’s will is not like a
thug’s violently coercing another to do something. God is not like
one more finite agent (especially powerful or ruthless) competing
for causal efficacy. God acts “within us, without us,” in the stock
phrase, such that we cannot but realize our divinely ordained end
according to our rational nature. When a person is moved by
God to virtuous action, this is the perfection of finite agency, not
its violation, in Thomas’s estimation. The action remains
“voluntary” in the literal sense that it flows from the person’s will
(voluntas) and is accompanied by knowledge of the action’s end
(STh I-11, g. 6, aa. 2 and 3).

But does it really make sense to speak of God’s irresistibly
moving the will in such a way that genuine creaturely freedom is

®See Bernard Lonergan, Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought of St. Thomas Aquinas,
ed. J. Patout Burns (London: Darton, Longman, and Todd, 1971). Lonergan notes that in his
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter the Lombard and parts of De Veritate, Aquinas has not yet
embraced providential determinism. The divine attributes do not yet translate into irresistible grace.
Beginning consistently with Summa contra Gentiles, however, Thomas thinks that he must bring God’s
omnipotence into line with His omniscience; thus he construes God’s will as all-effecting even as he had
been construing His intellect as all-knowing. This “universal instrumentality” doctrine is fully developed
in Summa Theologiae.
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preserved? Can God as omnipotent Creator be the sufficient
reason for everything that happens without having providence
collapse into a determinism in which God is directly responsible
for evil?*! If freedom entails the ability to do otherwise, then no
one can render ineluctable a free act, not even the Deity, for this
would be a contradiction in terms. (Someone can, of course,
necessitate the absence of a free act—by killing me, for instance.)
Harry Frankfurt has argued that meaningful freedom of the will
does not require the sort of liberty of indifference (liberum
arbitrium) commonly associated with the ability to do otherwise.
Frankfurt’s is the best recent defense of compatibilism, so I want
now to ask whether it might be enlisted in support of Thomas’s
views on providence and freedom. I hope eventually to show that
Frankfurt’s ingenious argument is flawed.

Frankfurt maintains that it is enough for personal agency that
one have second-order volitions, that one care normatively about
what first-order desires move one to action. Personal freedom, in
turn, is a matter of one’s second-order volitions effectively
governing one’s first-order dispositions. “[T]he statement that a
person enjoys freedom of the will means (. . . roughly) that he is
free to want what he wants to want. More precisely, it means that
he is free to will what he wants to will, or to have the will he
wants.”? In brief, moral responsibility does not require the ability
to do other than what one does, only the ability to want to do
what one in fact does. One may be accountable for an action even
though one could not have done otherwise—as in the case of a
willing addict who could not resist taking a drug if he wanted to,
but who does not want to resist and who takes the drug “by
choice.”

Frankfurt illustrates his thesis with a famous example, the
complexity of which requires that I quote it at some length:

*! For a useful glimpse at the contemporary debate concerning divine grace and human freedom, see
Thomas F. Tracy, ed., The God Who Acts: Philosophical and Theological Explorations (University Park,
Penn.: Penn State University Press, 1994). Kathryn Tanner and David Burrell defend here a form of
compatibilism similar to Aquinas’s own, while Tracy and William Hasker argue that such
“compatibilism” is in fact a form of determinism that undoes genuine human freedom and/or makes God
the direct cause of evil. I side with Tracy and Hasker, for reasons indicated below.

*2 Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” in The Importance of What
We Care About (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 20.
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Suppose someone—Black, let us say—wants Jones to perform a certain action.
Black is prepared to go to considerable lengths to get his way, but he prefers
to avoid showing his hand unnecessarily. So he waits until Jones is about to
make up his mind what to do, and he does nothing unless it is clear to him
(Black is an excellent judge of such things) that Jones is going to decide to do
something other than what he wants him to do. If it does become clear that
Jones is going to decide to do something else, Black takes effective steps [e.g.,
pronounces a threat, gives him a potion, hypnotises him, or manipulates his
brain] to ensure that Jones decides to do, and that he does do, what he wants
him to do. Whatever Jones’s initial preferences and inclinations, then, Black
will have his way. . ..

In this example there are sufficient conditions for Jones’s performing the
action in question. What action he performs is not up to him. Of course it is
in a way up to him whether he acts on his own or as a result of Black’s
intervention. That depends upon what action he himself is inclined to perform.
But whether he finally acts on his own or as a result of Black’s intervention, he
performs the same action. He has no alternative but to do what Black wants
him to do. If he does it on his own, however, his moral responsibility for doing
it is not affected by the fact that Black was lurking in the background with
sinister intent, since this intent never comes into play.*

Frankfurt’s analysis of “responsibility” is akin to Thomas’s
analysis of “voluntariness.” In both cases it is self-conscious action
in accordance with an internal principle, rather than the ability to
do otherwise, that is key. Indeed, it is tempting to think of
Frankfurt’s Black as analogous to Thomas’s God, though the
Angelic Doctor’s Deity is waiting ubiquitously with prevenient
grace rather than “lurking in the background with sinister intent.”
The parallel is not exact, of course, since Thomas’s God (unlike
Black) is the First Mover who always moves the will of rational
creatures to the universal object of their will, the good, even if He
only “sometimes” moves their will to “something determinate”
(STh I-11, q. 9, a. 6, ad 3).

For all its subtlety, in any case, Frankfurt’s example does not
prove the compatibility of moral responsibility and determinism
(whether natural or supernatural, human or divine). The fallacy
lies in thinking that Jones “performs the same action” come what
may, regardless of the causal etiology involved. The identity of an

3 Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” in The Importance of What We Care
About, 6-8. Throughout the quotation, I have dropped the subscript from “Jones,” for the sake of clarity.
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action is inseparable from the casual chain that brought it about.
If I lift my arm because I consciously willed to do so, this is a
different action from what I do when a threat, potion, hypnotic
suggestion, or neural manipulation causes me to raise my arm
involuntarily. Indeed, the last three scenarios seem more like
events than actions. Motives matter when denumerating actions,
not just gross external movements or effects, and only a narrowly
utilitarian theory of agency tempts us to forget this. The question
is whether an action performed due to divine agency can also be
one and the same action performed due to human freedom.
Consider how “the-action-performed-by-consciously-willing-
to-move-one’s-arm” cannot be substituted in many sentences,
salva veritate, for expressions like “the-action-performed-by-
hypnotic-suggestion.” Take the following two examples:

(1) The-action-performed-by-consciously-willing-to-move-his-arm constituted
Jones’s voting for Johnson.

(2) The-action-performed-by-hypnotic-suggestion constituted Jones’s voting for
Johnson.

The first sentence might be true, but the second never could be.
The genesis of the “action” in (2) would mean that no legitimate
vote had been cast, for a hypnotized individual has no alternatives
while a consciously willing individual does. This failure of
substitutability suggests absence of identity in the referents of the
hyphenated expressions. Jones does not “perform the same
action” in both cases. At the very least, the lines quoted from
Frankfurt present us with what Willard Quine calls the problem
of “referential opacity.”* We don’t know what it would mean to
speak of “the same action” or “a different action” given Jones’s
conditions; thus the point of Frankfurt’s inventive example is
blunted.

Consider another flight into science fiction: what if Chipper
Jones, the third baseman for the Atlanta Braves, were to hit a
game ball over the outfield fence by virtue of manager Bobby
Cox’s having hypnotized him to swing in a particular way upon

" See Willard Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1960), 141ff.
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seeing a certain pitch?*> Wouldn’t this be “hitting a home run,”
even though the action might be considered less voluntary than
normal? I grant that the run would count in this case. At what
point, however, would “novel management” give way to charges
of cheating? What if Cox had planted electrodes in Jones’s head
and literally caused him to swing by throwing a switch in the
dugout? (One might imagine Cox secretly picking up the
opposing catcher’s signs and moving his own batter like a
Nintendo figure in response.) I presume that now we would be
inclined to say that Jones had not “hit a home run,” he only
seemed to. Once again, how we specify the action (and agent)
depends on history and context, not merely external results.

In spite of Frankfurt-like scenarios, the incompatibilist
intuition remains intact that if God is the sufficient reason for
everything that happens, if there are no “alternative possibilities”
open to human agents as proximate causes, then God is indeed
responsible for evil. Meaningful human freedom vanishes and
God’s providence is indistinguishable from fate. All historical
truths are de dicto (if not de re) necessary, on this reading of
providence. Since God’s predestination is irresistible, history
could not be other than it is and is exactly as God planned—wars,
famines, tyrannies, diseases, etc. notwithstanding. Even if human
beings are the secondary causes through which divine
determination partially operates, they are more like pawns than
moral agents. As Thomas himself writes, “there is no distinction
between what flows from free will, and what is of predestination.
. . . For the providence of God produces effects through the
operation of secondary causes” (STh I, q. 23, a. §). Rather than
embracing such a view, I prefer instead to reject Thomas’s
compatibilist account of freedom and with it the consolation he
offers for human suffering and its ordainment by divine
providence. I prefer, that is, to allow a place for genuinely
fortuitous events and genuinely free actions that are
undetermined (or at least underdetermined) by both nature and
grace. Saints and sinners are both subject to blind chances and

3 1 owe this example to Nicholas Fotion.
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both capable of willing and doing other than they in fact will and
do.*

It may be argued that I have underestimated the sublimity of
God’s causality as Thomas conceives it, thus that I have after all
treated God like one more finite agent subject to (or subjecting
others to) fate. In De Malo, q. 16, a. 7, ad 15, for instance,
Thomas reminds us that

from the fact that God sees in themselves all the things that take place, the
contingency of things is not done away with. And as regards the will we must
take into account that the divine will is universally the cause of being and
universally of all the things that follow on this, hence even of necessity and
contingency; but His will itself is above the order of the necessary or
contingent just as it is above all created being.*”

This is a powerful statement of what it means to be Creator rather
than creature. But even if God is above necessity and contingency
on the finite plane, the horizontal axis of causality, it still remains
a question whether God is above necessity on the infinite plane,
the vertical axis of causality.*® It is common for theologians to
claim that God is necessarily existent, necessarily perfect, etc., and
it would seem that (for Thomas) God necessarily brings about
necessary things necessarily and contingent things contingently.
It would seem, that is, that God’s vertical causality is infallibly

* For more on these much-debated matters, see John Martin Fischer, ed., Moral Responsibility
(Ithaca: Cornel University Press, 1986), especially “Ability and Responsibility” and “The Incompatibility
of Responsibility and Determinism,” both by Peter Van Inwagen. Van Inwagen’s essays are a potent
rejoinder to Frankfurt’s stimulating work.

¥ See Aquinas, On Evil, trans. Jean Oesterle (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995),
5Q6.

% The language of “plane” or “axis” of causality I borrow from Kathryn Tanner, “Human Freedom,
Human Sin, and God the Creator,” in The God Who Acts, 118. Tanner holds that “given the will of God,
we never actually choose anything but what God wills us to choose; what’s more, . . . we never want to
choose anything else” (128). In an all-too-brief response, 1 can only appeal to a familiar distinction and
observe that it is one thing to say that the general human ability to choose is perpetually sustained by
God’s grace and thus is dependent upon Him; it is another thing to say that one’s specific choices,
together with the concrete acts of choosing, are directly and ineluctably brought about by God. The latter
view seems to be both Tanner’s and Saint Thomas’s, but the question then becomes: How do we make
sense of human disobedience to God? Tanner’s answer is the candid admission that “here I believe the
theologian holding onto our picture must simply admit the limits the picture places on the intelligibility
of sin” (132). Sin is, after all, an inexplicable “exception” to the universal efficaciousness of God’s will
(133-35). With this, however, Tanner surrenders a central premise of her otherwise determinist account
of God as Creator.
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and ubiquitously efficacious in the world, thus that God may
rightly be called the “necessary and sufficient” reason for
everything that happens. This result is what threatens human
freedom and/or indicts God for directly bringing about evil. It
does little good to say that human beings are not utterly
determined by the realities of the created world (physical forces,
desirable goods, psychological habits, etc.), if humans beings are
nonetheless fully determined by the reality of the Creator God.
For God “does it all” in either case.

In opposition to Thomas’s claims about God’s universal
instrumentality stands an Arminian vision of God’s creative
fidelity. To speak of “creative fidelity” is to accent God’s redemp-
tive love for creatures rather than God’s controlling power over
them; it is to allow for the kind of covenantal relation between
Creator and creature that Thomas himself describes so eloquently
at times. Evidence for God’s redemptive love takes its most
graphic form in the cross of Christ (see STh 111, g. 1, a. 2); more
accurately, Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross is Love Incarnate
calling most poignantly for a response. Only an omnipotent Deity
could freely create, then redeem, responsible creatures.

This is not a sentimental vision of being “close confreres with
the Almighty.” In as much as God creates them ex nihilo, judges
them ab extra, and finally saves them sola gratia, human beings
remain absolutely dependent on God for their existence,
self-awareness, and salvation. Nevertheless, their being made in
the image of God implies that human beings are capable of real
(if minimal) responsiveness to grace. However finite, creatures
retain their ontological otherness to God; they are neither mere
nothings nor simple appendages to the Deity. However fallen,
human beings retain a modicum of freedom that permits them to
accept or decline the gratuitous offer of redemption. They cannot
earn their salvation, nor even prepare for it on their own—here
is neither Pelagianism nor semi-Pelagianism—but they can say yes
or no to God’s indispensable gift of it (cf. STh L, g. 23, a. 5).

Aquinas’s commitment to God’s universal instrumentality
precludes him from acknowledging the extent to which the
goodness of the world depends on creatures and is still open-
ended. God has “immediate provision over everything” (STh 1, q.
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22, a. 3, ad 2) and “[t]he order of divine providence is un-
changeable and certain” (STh 1, q. 22, a. 4, ad 2). If the love for
which we are made by God is a passive potential that must be
freely realized, in contrast, then the instrumental value of
suffering is in part up to us. If suffering does not elicit love, then
the former may be deeply harmful, as Stump allows. Indeed,
Thomas seems to have no room for utterly fortuitous and
radically maiming suffering that completely unmakes a person
—what Stump calls “spiritual toxicosis.”** When a strong accent
on agape is combined with an incompatibilist view of human
freedom, however, there is no need to insure a priori the
goodness of the world. The effort to do so only leads to such
abortive doctrines as universal instrumentality, election and
reprobation, etc. The world’s goodness can remain an open
question even if the goodness of God is taken for granted.

Putting charity first flows from the belief that the possibility of
our freely loving and being loved by God and neighbors, in this
life, may be sufficient ground for God’s creation of the finite
world. This is so even though such creation also opens up the
possibility of evil, both moral and nonmoral. Love may be
construed as either an action or a disposition to act or both, but
in any case it requires freedom. Without freedom, actions would
be events, dispositions would be fates. Freedom, however, entails
the possibility of evil, even radical evil wherein creatures per-
versely reject salvation.

The priority of charity does not solve the problem of evil, but
rather implies a recognition of the problem’s temporal insolu-
bility. This is so for two reasons. First, putting charity first
presumes the existence of a benevolent God as the source of agape
instead of proving it. The operative intuition is that our love has
a transcendent source; we experience charity as a good and
perfect gift, and we wish simply to respond in gratitude. Second,
because freedom is held to be internal to human virtue as well as
vice, the final goodness of the world is yet to be determined.
Goodness awaits our responsible choices, if only our free consent
to grace; thus there is no guarantee that evil will be defeated. To
believe in the possibility of good free choices is, in a limited sense,

% Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 348.
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to believe in the defeasibility of evil. But love’s priority constitutes
neither a strict theodicy nor a strict anthropodicy.*’

In creating the world God has taken a risk that Thomas could
not acknowledge, but it is not the case that if the experiment
turns out badly God is somehow culpable. A modest defense of
the goodness of God despite the present reality of evil turns on
distinguishing between God’s dispositional goodness and God’s
utilitarian efficacy. Biblical faith holds that God’s love is forever
disposed to offer creatures relation with Deity, the greatest good;
but love’s unwillingness to coerce such a relation means that there
is no way to guarantee that the greatest good for the greatest
number will actually be brought about as a consequence. I agree
with any number of people (e.g., Alvin Plantinga) that humanity’s
having significant free will is not a morally sufficient reason for
God to allow evil. If my developing free agency depends on
God’s permitting the extreme affliction of the innocent (or even
of the guilty), and if free agency as such is the highest good, then
[ am inclined to say, with Ivan Karamazov, that it is not worth it.
This leaves open, however, the possibility that agape may be such
a morally sufficient reason.

Professor Stump performs a very great service in suggesting
that any account of Aquinas on the meaning of life and the place
of suffering in it must begin (or at least end) with charity, “quia
bonum hominis in caritate consistit.”*' But we must freely love
through suffering in spite of it. Even God must bring good out of
evil for which God is not responsible, not via evil that God
irresistibly ordains, or else the Deity is reduced to doing evil that

* Authors as diverse as Terry Tilley and Judith Shklar suggest that we need to be weaned from the
theoretical gratifications of theodicy as tending cruelly to underestimate the scope and gravity of human
suffering and injustice. There is no theodicy in this life, in the sense of proof of the truth of God’s
goodness given the reality of evil, even if there can be a defense of the coherence of religious faith that
begins with the experience of caritas. See Tilley, The Evils of Theodicy, esp. chap. 9; Judith Shklar,
Ordinary Vices (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984), esp. chap. 1, and idem, The Faces of
Injustice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), esp. chap. 2. Tilley frequently criticizes Austin Farrer
as a dismissive theodicist who does not heed the warning of Job (e.g., 89, 229, 233, and 245), but these
judgments tend to be too harsh. Farrer is well aware of what he calls “Job’s agony,” and he explicitly
acknowledges that “the value of speculative answers [to the riddle of providence and evil], however
judicious, is {imited. . . . the substance of truth is grasped not by argument, but by faith.” See Austin
Farrer, Love Almighty and Ills Unlimited (London and Glasgow: Wm. Collins Sons, 1962), 186-87.

*t This phrase, “since the good of human beings is charity,” is from Thomas’s “Commentary on
Romans,” quoted by Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 337.
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good might come. God may have no obligation to intervene to
prevent human sin, but God would be unworthy of worship were
He to necessitate or pander to it.

Strong agapists believe that God was (or at least may be)
justified in creating the world for the sake of the possibility of
love, but one can only judge such things in the first person. There
will be no universally convincing arguments on this head. And
even if one does judge the question affirmatively, one might still
favor saying that evil (especially natural evil) is a “mystery” that
constitutes prima facie evidence against the existence of an
omnipotent, omniscient, and omnibenevolent Deity. There is
indeed evidence against God, if one is looking for it, but the
personal experience by creatures of the love of God remains a
source of joy and hope. The experience is constitutive of, not
merely epistemic warrant for, belief in God. And one defends
religious faith by testifying to and acting out of love, however
difficult this may be, rather than by trying to explain away evil
and its impact or by trying to prove God’s reality at one remove.

In fact, reference to God’s suffering presence with human
beings in the midst of physical affliction and moral corruption
seems to me the only Christian response to the problem of
evil—an “incarnational” response, but not an answer in any final
sense. Such Love, and the attendant human joy, is the substance
of divine providence as we know it.** Stump herself writes:
“Perhaps there is no greater joy than the presence of the person
you love when that person loves you to the fulfillment of your
heart’s desire. Joy of that sort, Aquinas says, is not destroyed by
either pain or tribulation.” She goes on to add: “On Aquinas’s
account, Christianity does not call people to a life of self-denying
wretchedness, but to a life of joy, even in the midst of pain and
trouble. Without joy, Aquinas says, no progress is possible in the

*2 This account does not leave Christianity with an impotent Deity incapable of acting in history, a
mere fellow sufferer. There are two reasons for this: (1) God has acted decisively in time in the person
of Jesus Christ; and (2) the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, when freely accepted, continues to empower
individuals to do what would otherwise be impossible for them. It would not be compatible with true
love, however, for God to compel particular actions by finite agents. In kenotic self-limitation, God has
created free creatures and thereby partially bound the divine will.
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Christian life.”* In light of these emphases, I can only ask again:
why the Thomistic requirement of an afterlife?

Is the possibility of temporal joy not enough? Must earthly
existence be a fleeting school of virtue for the Creator to be good
and creatures fulfilled? I turn to these questions in earnest in the
next section, but I can anticipate by stressing that I do not claim
to resolve the problem of evil without recourse to immortality.
Rather, I indicate that others cannot resolve the problem even
with such recourse, for the meaning of immortality itself is
elusive.

VI. THE PEDAGOGY OF LOVE: AGAPE WITHOUT AN AFTERLIFE?

Thomas’s understanding of God’s providential goodness leads
him to construe human suffering as instrumentally valuable,
orchestrated by God for humanity’s spiritual edification.** Two
corollaries to this view are worth noting, then interrogating. (1)
If we accept Aquinas’s account of God’s universal instrumentality,
it is too weak to say that God merely “permits” evil for the sake
of positive ends. Even if God is thought to be beyond both
necessity and contingency in some sense, God is the universal and
sufficient reason for whatever happens, according to Thomas, and
thus God must be seen to prepare persons for heaven by actively
prescribing temporal woes that remind them of their true home.
But what of the possibility that suffering can become so
destructive as to “unmake™® (rather than school) an individual’s
identity, through no fault of her own?

It is standard to suggest that natural evil is necessary to bring
out such virtues as courage and self-sacrifice, even as moral evil
is necessary to elicit such goods as retributive justice and
forgiveness. There is considerable plausibility in these claims: as
Thomas avers, “there would be no patience of martyrs if there
were no tyrannical persecution” (STh 1, q. 22, a. 2, ad 2). Itis also
standard, however, to point to the problem of excess suffering:

“ Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 352 and 354.

* Stump also embraces this broadly pedagogical view, albeit “with considerable diffidence”; see her
“The Problem of Evil,” Faith and Philosophy 1 (1983): 410.

* I borrow the idea of pain “unmaking one’s humanity” from Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985).
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there is more pain in the world than seems warranted for
pedagogical purposes, and sometimes this pain utterly destroys
innocent parties. Surely a loving God would not actively ordain
affliction, if this meant that some were innocently undone by it,
even if the overall goodness of the world were thereby
maximized. Aquinas contends that “it belongs to [God’s]
providence to permit certain defects in particular effects, that the
perfect good of the universe may not be hindered, for if all evil
were prevented, much good would be absent from the universe”
(STh 1, q. 22, a. 2, ad 2). But if God loves us as individuals, God
cannot be a pure utilitarian, for this entails sacrificing the
legitimate interests of the few in the name of the many.*¢

A defender of Thomas might point out a second corollary of
his view of providence: (2) God does not will eternal life for all;
some persons are reprobated, in the sense of being “permitted” to
fall into sin and thus into the punishment of damnation (STh 1, q.
23, a. 3). We should conclude, the defender might reason, that
when someone is broken by suffering this indicates they are not
among the elect whom God intends for heaven. God cannot be
faulted for ordaining catastrophic suffering because, with respect
to membership in eternity, not everyone “counts as one and no
more than one.” (Indeed, Christ died only for some, those happy
few chosen to benefit from his Atonement.) In sum, Thomas’s
God is not unjust because creatures who go under have no claim
on any other fate.*’

The problem with this defense is twofold. First, given that
immortality is a supernatural end “which exceeds all proportion
and faculty of created nature” (STh 1, q. 23, a. 1), heaven is the
true home of no one. If “our happiness lies there,” this happiness
is as alien and imponderable to the worst sinner as to the greatest
saint. Speaking naturally, nobody counts when it comes to life
eternal, nobody has a claim on it. If heaven is a reality, it is a pure
gift. So we are left with an ancient question. An all-powerful and
all-loving Creator may not be obliged to give immortality to any

* On these matters, see Thomas F. Tracy, “Victimization and the Problem of Evil: A Response to
Ivan Karamazov,” Faith and Philosophy 9 (1992): 301-19.

7 For more on the justice and mercy of God, see Timothy Jackson, “Is God Just?,” Faith and
Philosophy 12 (1996): 386-99.
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creatures, but why would He offer it to some and not all, even as
a matter of His “consequent” will? This implies, as Thomas grants
(STh 1, q. 23, a. 3, ad 1; see also a. 4), that God does not love all
equally. If God elects some and reprobates others because, in
Thomas’s words, “the completion of the universe” requires
“different grades of being[,] some of which hold a high and some
a low place in the universe” (STh 1, q. 23, a. §, ad 3), then God
seems an objectionable utilitarian after all. It is not unjust to give
persons more than they strictly deserve; it is not unjust even to
give this more to some persons and not all (cf. Jesus’s parable of
the vineyard, Matt 20:1-16); but it is unjust to use the innocent
pain of some as a means to the undeserved glory of others. This
is to give less than is due to creatures made in God’s image.*®

God’s permitting the abominable misery and death of some in
order to edify others as to their immortality appears especially
farcical. The “edified elect” (my phrase) could only be arbitrarily
predestined for a reality about which they can know nothing and
do nothing. To attest, with Thomas, that God’s mercy spares the
elect and God’s justice punishes the reprobate is to set God at
odds with Himself. Rather than “manifest His goodness” (STh I,
g- 23, a. §, ad 3), it would make God schizophrenic; it is
unloving, indeed perverse, to punish individuals for doing what
you yourself have engineered they could not but do.

This brings me to the second major problem with my projected
defense of Thomas on providence. Given God’s universal
instrumentality, the distinction between election for heaven and
reprobation for hell is actually a distinction without a difference.
Again, it is misleading to say that God merely “permits” anything,
including sin.’ As the sufficient reason for everything that

¢ Thomas writes: “Individuals . . . which undergo corruption, are not ordained as it were chiefly for
the good of the universe, but in a secondary way, inasmuch as the good of the species is preserved
through them” (STh 1, q. 23, a. 7). This “not . . . chiefly” must be cold comfort for the reprobate.
However biblical the language, to call some persons “vessels of wrath,” created infallibly for destruction,
is to deny that they are carriers of the imago Dei.

** In Providence and Predestination: Questions 5 and 6 of “De Veritate,” trans. Robert W. Mulligan,
S.J. {South Bend: Gateway, 1961), Aquinas calls predestination one of providence’s “parts” (100), even
though it technically differs from both providence and election. “Providence . . . is concerned only with
the ordering to the end. Consequently, by God’s providence, all men are ordered to beatitude. But
predestination is also concerned with the outcome or result of this ordering, and, therefore, it is related
only to those who will attain heavenly glory” (101). Election, in turn, is a “prerequisite of
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happens, God controls all. Moreover, without prevenient grace
providing the power to avoid sin, all creatures must fall into
damnation. It simply does not make sense for the Deity to punish
individuals for not doing something which they could not but fail
to do on their own. This is rather like a mother spanking her
newborn baby for not feeding itself. It is the very picture of abuse
to induce a dependency in others, unbidden, and then to
condemn them for being needy. A God who would do this would
be unworthy of worship.

Rather than defending the instrumental value for the elect of
natural and moral evil, it seems better to admit that evil (like
immortality) remains largely a surd. The radicality of evil, its
power to stifle moral personality, is opaque. Modern believers
struggle to square some moral evil with the goodness of God by
referring to humanity’s abuse of liberty, but such explanations of
evil will always be secondary to cleaving in faith to God’s free
decision to be with creatures amid evil. If the pious did not first
sense God’s presence, they would not be so concerned to defend
God’s (or the world’s) goodness. The destructive nadir of evil
(abomination) can only be contrasted with the kenotic apex of
good (incarnation). Yet it is just here, in the face of evil, that
Thomas, for all his massive astuteness, oversteps the epistemic
limits he himself regularly sets. Although he maintains in the
Secunda Secundae that “those things are in themselves of faith,
which order us directly to eternal life” (STh II-11, q. 1, a. 6, ad 1),
he argues more forcefully in the supplementary question on the
resurrection: “it is clear that if man cannot be happy in this life,
we must of necessity hold the resurrection" (STh suppl., q. 75, a.
1) or else humanity’s natural end would be unrealizable. The
word “necessity” is potentially misleading, however, and difficult
to square with Thomas’s own insistence that “resurrection, strictly
speaking, is miraculous” (STh suppl., q. 75, a. 3). In spite of his
distinction between faith and science, that is, and in spite of his

predestination,” “the choice [of God] by which he who is directed to the end infallibly is separated from
others who are not ordained to it in the same manner” (102). I have mainly ignored these fine
distinctions as irrelevant to my discussion of Summa Theologiae and The Literal Exposition on Job. Even
in De Veritate, q. 5, however, Thomas uses the familiar language of “permission”: “since evil does not
come from God, it does not fall under His providence of approval, but falls only under His providence
of permission” (35). This language (and its critique) is not irrelevant to my purposes.
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contention that “nature cannot be the principle of resurrection”
(ibid.), Thomas relies at times on the ace in the hole of life after
death as though it is something rationally demonstrable rather
than a blessed hope (see ScG 111, c. 48).

To reiterate, Aquinas reads the Book of Job as demonstrating
the inseparability of divine providence and human immortality:
since God is good, Job must live forever. But is immortality so
clearly required for Job (or us) to avoid meaninglessness and/or
malice? Does insisting on an afterlife necessarily follow from
affirming that God is Love? In the spirit of Thomas’s distancing
of the argument from design, I maintain that we cannot reason
from temporal exigencies to the fact (much less the necessity) of
God’s granting human beings eternity. Such an argument would
presume to tie God’s hands on the basis of ambiguous empirical
evidences: we cannot know that earthly suffering must be
compensated for in heaven. But can we reverse the argumentative
direction and reason from the omnibenevolence of God to the
perdurability of (faithful) human beings? My thesis is that
communion with the living God, together with scriptural
revelation, gives believers cause for hope for immortality, but this
hope is distinct from dogmatic certitude.

Aquinas overstates the case in this regard, even by his own best
lights. He writes, “man always desires the future as if he is not
content with the present; hence, it is manifest that the ultimate
end is not in this life but that this life is ordered toward another
end.”® That this other end is resurrection is made clear when he
contends, “if there were no other life of man except that life on
earth, man would not seem worthy of such great concern about
him on God’s part; therefore, the very concern which God has
especially for man demonstrates that there is another life of man
after the death of the body.™' These arguments too readily
explain away death and are typical of the certitude I oppose. Pace
Thomas, they are not attributable to Job, even if they
approximate the position of other biblical figures.

I do not wish to play the Sadducee to Thomas’s Pharisee. In
considering personal immortality the object of a blessed hope, 1

% Aquinas, The Literal Exposition on Job, 146 (emphasis added).
' Ibid., 154 (emphasis added).
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entertain the possibility of resurrection and thus do not repeat the
Sadducees’ dogmatic denial. But I do reject Thomas’s
eschatological perfectionism in which postmortem resurrection of
the righteous becomes at times a clear and indispensable part of
divine providence, if not an answer to Job’s affliction. Such a
picture is a threat to compassion, I fear, for two reasons. First,
eschatological perfectionism may unintentionally corrupt
motivation by encouraging individuals to act compassionately in
order to guarantee heaven; second, it may make us blind to
suffering in the present, imperfect world by accenting beatitude
in the next. So I opt instead for strong agape. Strong agape, as
adumbrated by the Book of Job, makes freedom an internal
element of charity but lets go of immortality as an inevitable
upshot of that love.

Putting charity first among the virtues is not a philosophical
answer to the problem of evil, and neither is it a theological
guarantee of everlasting life. Job demands that we be disconsoled
away from any such answer or guarantee. Why some people are
unmade by suffering, we do not know. Job supports the belief,
nonetheless, that it is possible to know the God who is Love even
amid extraordinary doubt and pain. Joban faith says
“neither/nor” to the Pharisee/Sadducee debate, neither affirming
nor denying an afterlife, because it considers God’s 'hesed here
and now the primary good. The possibility of knowing God’s
agape in this life is key: sufficient unto the day is the good
thereof.

Aquinas (and apparently Stump) disagrees. Stump quotes
Aquinas’s Commentary on I Corinthians: “If there were no
resurrection of the dead, people wouldn’t think that it was a
power and a glory to abandon all that can give pleasure and to
bear the pains of death and dishonor; instead they would think it
was stupid.” And Stump herself concludes that

if we don’t share the worldview which holds that there is an afterlife, that true
happiness consists in union with God in the afterlife, and that suffering helps
us to attain that happiness, we will naturally find Aquinas’s valuing suffering
even as a conditional good appalling or crazy.*

52 Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 350-51.
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If we accept God’s universal instrumentality, however, then an
afterlife loses much of its point: it cannot be a perfection of our
finite freedom, and it cannot be the eternal context of condign
reward or punishment. Everything has been unalterably
prescripted. More importantly, the remarks quoted from Aquinas
and Stump wrongly suggest, I believe, that if there is no
immortality then the discipleship of love in this life is meaningless
or wrong-headed. This proposition I dispute, taking my lead from
Job himself.

Aquinas rightly claims that Job does not deny resurrection,*’
but nowhere does he affirm it either. Thomas repeatedly
attributes to Job a desire for and a belief in an afterlife.’* In fact,
however, the desire is muted and the belief nonexistent. Job says:

there is hope for a tree,

if it be cut down, that it will sprout again,

and that its shoots will not cease. . . .

But man dies, and is laid low;

man breathes his last, and where is he?" (Job 14:7-10)

In the end, Job seems to accept his mortality as a sad matter of
course, even as he struggles to hold on to some hope and sense of
meaning. He asks “If a man die, shall he live again?” (14:14), but
the implicit answer seems to be either “No” or “I have no idea.”
Job does want God to “remember” him (14:13), but Thomas’s
insistence that this “is nothing else than to appoint a time for
resurrection™’ seems strained eisegesis. Edwin Good is much
truer to the text when he comments:

The Hebrew Bible has no expectation of a pleasant afterlife, and the analogy
to the tree has a rueful tone. Job goes on to wish (vv. 13-15) that, as a special
case, he might have an afterlife, that God might conceal him among the dead
(“in Sheol,” v. 13) until he is ready to deal with him. He would wait eagerly
for a positive outcome (v. 15). But it is for nothing. The idea is raised only to
be dropped. The physical world wears away, “and you destroy a man’s hope”

53 Aquinas, The Literal Exposition on Job, 149.
* See, e.g., ibid., 225-31.
% Ibid., 228.
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(vv. 18-19). Nothing is there for Job except “his flesh’s pain” and a lamenting
soul (v. 22).%¢

Thomas notwithstanding, Job requires not bodily resurrection
followed by endless life but rather relief from pain and a just
recognition of his state before he dies. Above all, perhaps, Job
wants and needs to love God, and to be loved by God. If Job gets
any relief from suffering, it comes with God’s presence to him in
time—their mutual seeing and hearing—not with “plausible
reasons™’ for confidence in a future eternity. The Catholic
premise of immortality is simply read by Thomas into the Hebrew
text,”® thereby blurring the fact that theophany (not immortality)
is what gives Job his ineffable consolation in extremis.

VII. EXEGETING “JOB,” RESPONDING TO JOBS

The section of the Book of Job in which God speaks out of the
whirlwind is the dramatic climax of the story, though it provides
a relational theophany rather than a rational theodicy. God
appeals to His superior power and knowledge—things which Job
never denied—and thereby challenges Job’s right to question
Him. Unlike the comforters, however, God does not call Job
guilty; and unlike Aquinas, God does not promise Job an afterlife.
The personal presence of a Deity who cares enough to respond
moves Job to cease to question and to “repent in [or of] dust and
ashes” (see note 14 above). The questioning was essential, one
imagines, but the reality of God evoked by the questioning finally
renders the questions secondary. Job is thus able to move from

% Edwin Good, “Job,” in Harper's Bible Commentary, 415. See also idem, In Tums of Tempest
(206-7, 240-41), where Good argues that Job denies immortality and even longs for death in places,
seeing it as freedom and rest, even as “liberation from the god” (207). It is worth noting, in passing, that
the single place in the Old Testament where resurrection is clearly proclaimed is the Daniel 12:2, which
postdates Job by at least 600 years.

7 Aquinas, The Literal Exposition on Job, 230.

** Thomas even seems to flirt with the natural immortality of the soul: “Now the power of each
corporeal creature is determined for finite effects, but the power of free will is directed toward infinite
actions. Hence, this very fact attests to the power of the soul to last into infinity” (ibid., 231). He is truer
to his deepest insights when he talks instead of “the hope of restoration” possible only “through divine
power” (ibid., 229-30; emphases added).
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despair to faith: the mystery of God’s justice is not penetrated
intellectually but there is a peace that comes through trust.

The Epilogue is a return to the original framing story—how
else could one end?—but Job’s getting property and children back
double and living happily ever after is a betrayal of the main
point of the central composition. It is an ersatz immortality even
more troubling than heavenly perdurability. Children are not
interchangeable, and the Deuteronomic theory of the Prologue
and Epilogue are exactly what Job has refuted in his own case
against the comforters. How are we to explain this slippage
between the heart of the work and its retributivist and utilitarian
packaging?

The history and authorship of the Book of Job are exceedingly
difficult to determine with any confidence, but on the basis of
archaeological, theological, linguistic, and literary evidences
(many of which were unavailable to Aquinas) the following
account seems likely. The Prologue and Epilogue were taken from
an already existing story of a patient sufferer Job, a story perhaps
as ancient as the second millennium B.C.E. This is suggested by the
fact that the Prologue and Epilogue are in prose, while the central
Dialogue is in poetry, and by the fact that the theology is
markedly different. The character of Job in the middle parts is
fundamentally at odds with that described in the Prologue and
Epilogue. The Job of the Dialogue is more like Ecclesiastes than
the patient sufferer we may think of when we think of Job
independently of the actual work. The Dialogue and Theophany
were probably written during the sixth or seventh century B.C.E.,
though given that the hero is an Edomite sheik from the land of
Uz it is unclear whether the author was an Israelite. Some have
argued that the concern with justice and injustice marks the book
as “100% Jewish,” but others are not so sure.’’

Even if this exegesis of Job is accurate, of course, we are still
left with the normative issue of whether Job-like sufferers require
an afterlife. Maybe Thomas saw something that even the author(s)
of the biblical text(s) missed. Let me amplify Job, therefore, to

%% See Bernard Anderson, Understanding the Old Testament (Englewood Cliffs, N.].: Prentice-Hall,
1975), 548-60; Marvin Pope, Anchor Bible Commentary on Job (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1973);
and Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, trans. James D. Martin (New York: Abingdon, 1873).



MUST JOB LIVE FOREVER? 31

make the strongest case I can for the theological indispensability
of an afterlife, and then respond to it. Imagine that innocent Job
were entirely broken by his suffering, driven mad or even
rendered sociopathic. At a point of excruciating sadness and
alienation, he can only howl with pain, evidently insensate to the
moral presence of other human beings and of God. This is a Job
who does not see God and who does not receive back his health
and children. Would we not say that such a life had become a
burden to Job? And would we not say that the only way to avoid
faulting God for having made a world where this could happen,
is to postulate an afterlife in which Job is compensated for his
earthly affliction? The fact that some persons are unmade by
suffering through no fault of their own—a fact neglected by
Thomas because of his emphasis on the pedagogy of pain—is
actually the most powerful support for Thomas’s insistence on
eternal life. There are real individuals like my imagined Job, the
argument runs, and if they do not experience the rectifying joys
of heaven, then God has created a universe full of undeserved and
unredeemable evil.

How might a strong agapist respond to this forceful claim? A
first step is to observe that pure arbitrariness, in which individuals
are forever free to do just anything without qualification, is not
the only alternative to hard determinism, in which they are never
free to choose among various possibilities. Our reality lies in
between these extremes. We are extensively products of our
environments; gravity, genes, parental knees, and social mores
limit our options and tailor our dispositions. “The experience of
freedom” (Kant) continues to convince many, however, that
environmental causation is not the full story. Indeed, our
situatedness in concrete contexts is the germ of both necessity and
liberty; our identities as moral agents presuppose tastes and
talents that have been both circumscribed and empowered by
experience. Present spontaneity grows out of past history.

The reality of freedom means that, for all the dull facticity of
matter and all the sad ubiquity of sin, neither other persons nor
even God can necessitate a particular moral act. Within a finite
range, discrete choices can be made for which persons are
accountable. Even a coerced act may be called “intentional,” in
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the sense that it is willed by the agent, though under duress.
Beyond a certain level of coercion, of course, the agent will not
be deemed blame- (or praise-) worthy: it would have been too
difficult to make another choice. A literally “necessitated act,”
however, is a contradiction in terms. Unavoidable determination
precludes responsibility, as I have argued above, so being unmade
by fate is distinct from being rendered ineluctably culpable.®

A second step is to grant that, although we are substantially
free and responsible, we are nonetheless also deeply vulnerable.
It is empirically undeniable that some lives are undone either by
the malevolence of others or by sheer bad luck. Some infants are
so stunted early in life, for instance, as never to be able to love or
even to achieve the threshold of personal agency.®' Others, like
my imagined Job, are victimized as adults to the point of despair,
“spiritual toxicosis.” Even though innocence cannot be taken
from without, happiness can.

A third and final step is to maintain that all human lives are,
nevertheless, good creations since all are given the potential of
loving and being loved by God. Again, this potential is thwarted
in some, through no fault of their own, by natural or moral evil.
But the potential granted to all may be enough to justify God’s
creating a world where some fall into actual despair. No creature
is wronged by God when he or she is unmade by suffering, the
strong agapist presumes, so long as allowing suffering is the only
way that God can simultaneously allow for love, the greatest
good. But God must only permit, not cause, human misery.
Creatures morally wrong other creatures when they torture the
innocent, abuse the weak, fail to protect the vulnerable, etc., but
this does not indict God. For, ex hypothesi, God has made it
possible for all to experience charity, though not all actually do.

5 What of original sin? The literature on this topic is immense, and 1 cannot begin to recapitulate
Aquinas’s views here. I would only suggest that even original sin is best understood as a universal
disposition to evil, made all but irresistible by preexisting social structures, lest morality be exploded by
fatalism. This is not to say that anyone is actually perfect in this life, only that “the fault lies not in our
stars [or in our parents} but in ourselves.”

® The case of “Genie,” the so-called “Wild Child” documented by PBS, may be a case in point. For
her first ten years, Genie was so neglected and abused by her parents (locked in a room alone and tied
to a potty-chair for weeks at a time, seldom spoken to, even less often held, etc.) that she never learned
to speak or to interact with others on anything but a primitive level. See Nova, “Secret of a Wild Child”
(WGBH/Boston, 1994).
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The most plausible Christian response to even an amplified
version of Job, then—a response implicit in the Book of Job
itself—is that the partial reality of the kingdom here and now,
experienced by those who love God and neighbor with the aid of
the Holy Spirit, is of surpassing worth independently of the
possible immortality of persons. Joban love is disinterested,
fearing God “for nought” (Job 1:9).°* In addition, it is precisely
in living agapically that one both discerns human suffering and
freely acts to remedy it, without falling into hopelessness over its
tragic dimensions. (Job will always have friends who do not love
him and enemies whom he loves.) Agape might see some suffering
as a conditional good, regardless of an afterlife, if that suffering
prompts sympathy for others or clarity about oneself. Yet this
vision of human pain is dangerous and needs to be highly
qualified; it is nowhere near enough for a full-blown theodicy,
and it may contribute to a masochistic acquiescence in evil. For
those unmade by it, innocent suffering is purely and simply bad.

It is always risky for an ethicist to say what Yahweh can and
cannot do—“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the
earth? . . . Will you even put me in the wrong?” (Job 38:4 and
40:8)—but if speaking of God as just and loving is to be
meaningful, some things must be ruled out. God would be
unworthy of worship, for example, if He directly used the
innocent suffering of some as a means to the greater utility of
many, or even of the elect few. (Recall that the reprobate both
suffer and are damned, according to Thomas; they never taste the
sweetness of heaven toward which human suffering putatively
points, so their pain is not instrumental to their saving
edification.) Yet God does not directly cause innocent suffering,
as the strong agapist sees things, at least not unto the unmaking
of human identity. Innocent suffering may be merely permitted by
God as a double effect.

The possibility of innocent suffering may be inseparable from
the possibility, initially open to all, of achieving the highest good:
loving union with God and the neighbor. I understand why some
suspect that even divine permission would be enough to render

“2 For an excellent discussion of the “disinterestedness” of job’s religion, see Gutierrez, On Job, 4-6
and 70-71.
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God unjust, assuming that there is no compensating afterlife, since
innocent suffering sometimes completely undoes individuals in
this life. The strong agapist trusts in an alternative, however.
Because the possibility of all persons loving and being loved is
such an overwhelming good, the strong agapist speculates, it
could outweigh even in the minds of the afflicted the tragic losses
they experience in reality. To echo John Rawls, impartial
contractors could consent to life with no immortality for any,
even the least well off, if this were required to open the possibility
of life with love for all. Allowing the possibility of suffering might
be to the greatest benefit of the least well off, if the alternative is
either nonexistence or existence without the metavalue of charity.

This is not a prescription for callousness. One hopes for a
compensating afterlife for the afflicted, a final convergence of
happiness and virtue, and affliction-unto-despair remains a
painful mystery to the pious. But divine proportionality does not
seem straightforwardly to mandate immortality. (Though
immortality may require God, the reverse proposition does not
appear to be true.)®’ After all, the most devastating failures of love
are first of all and most of the time the fault of human beings.
Immortality would be required by divine justice were God to have

¢ Cf. Kant’s moral argument for the immortality of the soul and the existence of God. Because duty
requires perfection and we cannot become perfect in this brief physical life, Kant reasons, we must
assume immortality as the realm of perpetual progress toward holiness. (If there were no immortality,
then “ought” would not imply “can,” and moral perfection would be unintelligibie.) Only an omnipotent
and omnibenevolent Deity can guarantee an afterlife for creatures, however; thus we must also assume
the existence of such a Being. This is a practical proof, Kant insists, not a matter of speculative
knowledge; God and immortality are conceptual requirements of ethics, “postulates of pure practical
reason,” rather than inductive conclusions from empirical evidence. See Immanuel Kant, Critiqgue of
Practical Reason, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indiana and New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), part 1, book
2, chaps. 4 and S, pp. 126-36.

As I define it, strong agape treats God’s love as the primary content of and criterion for moral
uprightness, rather than as an external incentive for moral behavior. Practical rationality cannot be
uncoupled from divine charity if we are to have an adequate picture of human goodness. Thus strong
agape amounts to the sort of “theological morality” Kant rejects. Kant favors a “moral theology” that
begins with “duties [man] finds grounded in his own nature” and derives religion from these alone. See
Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Philosophical Theology, trans. Allen W. Wood and Gertrude M. Clark
(Ithaca: Cornel University Press, 1991), 31 and 40-42. Nevertheless, Christians may still have something
to learn from the Master of Kénigsberg about God, freedom, and immortality. Kantian insights help
deliver us from determinism concerning the will and dogmatism concerning an afterlife, for example.
Concerning the latter, Allen Wood has remarked that “in Reflection 8101, Kant describes faith in
immortality as *faith of the second rank’ and suggests that it may not be necessary to the moral life after
all (Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 19, p. 644)” (Kant, Lectures on Philosophical Theology, 131 n. 20).
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promised an afterlife to some or all persons. But no such promise
is evident in the Book of Job, and New Testament revelation on
this score is moot.

Saint Paul is adamant in 1 Corinthians 15:12-19: “if there is
no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; if
Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your
faith is in vain. . . . If for this life only we have hoped in Christ,
we are of all men most to be pitied.” But it is unclear if Christ
himself saw eternal life in this way. Although he speaks of the
faithful having “treasure(s)” and “reward” in heaven (see, e.g.,
Matt 6:20 and 19:21; Luke 6:23), Jesus seems not to make
immortality-as-endless-life a sine qua non for purity of heart.
Christ evidently believed that the just will be resurrected and that
the pure in heart “shall see God” (Matt 5:8), but this assumption
of faith is not a theodical proof of or insistence upon immortality.
Jesus clearly rejected Deuteronomic retributivism (see John
9:1-5), and it is in the spirit of such a rejection that one lets go of
dogmatic versions of eschatological perfectionism. It is surely a
less than pure intention, a less than Christlike obedience, to dwell
on whether or to what degree virtue must win an afterlife. It is
the gratuitous and demanding reality of the kingdom that matters
to the Redeemer. Even the “eternal life” promised in John
3:16—“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son,
that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal
life”—can be read as “present participation in God’s life” (see
note in RSV) rather than trans- or supra-temporal perdurability.*

Misgivings about being ethically motivated by immortality
extend beyond concern for the characters of agents; one fears for
the patients of deathless actors as well. Focus on heavenly
torment or ecstasy may warp one’s own personality, but it can
also lead to blindness to the temporal suffering of others, if not
to active cruelty. Judith Shklar states the qualm energetically:

The pursuit of eternal salvation may function just like the aristocratic quest for
self-perfection in shunting the victim of injustice aside. In Augustine’s City of
God we are told that the victim of political injustice, the slave in particular, is

¢ Portions of this and the following paragraph are drawn from my “The Disconsolation of
Theology,” 21 and 27.
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‘ultimately less of a victim than the owner because the victim is not exposed to
nearly as many temptations. . . . In a Christian view, the powerful are the real
victims, while the poorest and most miserable people stand the best chance of
avoiding sin. Any picture of the Last Judgment will tell us what an advantage
they have.®

The familiar challenge for Christian ethics is not to allow ideas of
eschatological retribution to undercut attention to the plight of
the Jobs of this world. The seriousness of Last Judgment
doctrines—vivid portrayals of the final effects of different ways
of life—must be augmented by insouciance about immortality as
an ethical motive. Even if all virtuous actions are performed in
part for God’s sake because at base they are performed at God’s
command, obedience as such wills the Good rather than its own
endless survival. Charity’s dying to the self entails, in other
words, a dying to both death and deathlessness as springs for love
of God or neighbor. Desire for eternity for oneself ought not
usually to move one; desire for eternity for others is more
admirable, especially when it springs from their need for
compensation for temporal ills.

There may be an afterlife (who knows?), but an accent on its
pure graciousness and unpredictability is characteristic of the best
of biblical religion and foreign to much of modern theodicy.*
Certainly any talk of “necessary evolution” between this life and
a next will erode a piety that would be grateful to, and
responsible before, God for earthly existence and its potential for
love. Whatever the place of attrition in ethics, one can no more
preserve genuine charity when motivated by fear of death or
coveting of life than one can reconcile significant human freedom
with irresistible grace. Thus just as Aquinas encourages a faith that
distances the problem of evil, so the strong agapist encourages a
love that distances the problem of immortality. If love “bears all
things” (1 Cor 13:7), this must include love’s own finitude and
possible extinction. (Again, Job nowhere appeals to deathlessness

% Shklar, The Faces of Injustice, 32-33.

% Austin Farrer presumes that God will “rescue” rational persons from “destruction,” insisting that
“[t]here is no getting round death. . . . all we can hope for is resurrection.” But Farrer also writes: “How
God is to remake us is necessarily unimaginable to us. . . . What God will do for us is God’s secret; that
he will do it is our faith. It is no part of our business in this book to prove that God raises the dead”
(Farrer, Love Almighty and Ills Unlimited, 182 and 110-11).
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as a requirement for meaning or as a viable remedy for suffering.)
The best of Thomistic faith is not blind to the religious
implications of undeserved suffering, but the antecedent concern
is with how to be a faithful minister to those now in pain.
Similarly, rather than postulating the necessity of an afterlife, the
strong agapist stops with the realization that, in Thomas’s words,
“fw]hoever has the love of God . . . already has what he loves.™’

CONCLUSION

Job may not live forever, for he is now free to live for and
with God. By Job’s own lights, it is not essential that he be given
an afterlife in order to avoid despair or immorality.*® For one
who is personally touched by the living God, the experience of
perfect Goodness may make existence bearable even in the midst
of great anguish and uncertainty. (For one not touched, through
no fault of her own, the story is admittedly less clear.) This is not
to say that one becomes blind to human vulnerability or, more
generally, that one champions amor fati. Just the opposite. The
strong agapist would not be guilty of “marginalizing suffering”;*’
she is, therefore, neither Stoic nor Nietzschean. Like Jonah, she
“does well to be angry” over injustice (especially her own, but
also others’ and even what appears to be God’s); unlike Job’s
“friends,” she does her best to be uncritically compassionate
before affliction (especially other people’s, but also her own). The
strong agapist simply believes that her pity for the world is itself
God working with her, consensually. If there were no God, she
feels, one would not give a damn about innocent suffering so long
as it spared one’s house; but since there is a God, one can and

7 Quoted by Stump, “Aquinas on the Sufferings of Job,” 352.

® Gustavo Gutierrez allows that “the Christian profession of faith in a future life does not essentially
alter the point the poet [who authored the Book of Job] was trying to make” (Gutierrez, On Job, 89). I
agree. | would add, nevertheless, that the Book of Job, in turn, keeps Christians honest by forcing them
to confront suffering and mortality. Reductionist accounts of religion as centrally motivated by the fear
or denial of death find their counterexample in Job. Love and gratitude, not avoidance, are the
well-springs of his witness.

# Tilley levels this charge specifically at Austin Farrer (see Tilley, The Evils of Theodicy, 229). The
accusation is unfair, however. Farrer repeatedly drives home the extent of human misery and the
insidiousness of human sin, as the title of his relevant work suggests (Love Almighty and Ills Unlimited;
see, e.g., 114-20, 166-67, and 178-79).
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must care. (Hence the theodicy problem is partially
self-dissolving: if one feels the itch, one has already been
scratched by grace, so to speak.) One loves not because all is well
or one “finds the world enough” (Auden), but because one would
participate in a charity that is supernaturally present to the finite
world in all its woe.”® This is not immanentizing the eschaton but
humbling epistemology, not theodicy but theism.

Supernatural charity is nothing less, and nothing more, than
steadfast love of the particular by the particular. And since
providence makes such love possible (even mandatory) for
individuals in time, the standard problems of evil and immortality
may be left to the philosopher’s study, on weekends, in a dry
season. Or perhaps we can stop preoccupying ourselves with
them altogether, finally dismissing them as temptations to
abstraction—as (in Aquinas’s famous expression from another
context) just so much “straw.” A realistic practical goal, in any
event, is to avoid the extremes of what Shklar calls an
“unreasoning fatalism” and a “scapegoating” fanaticism. Fatalism
often amounts to an “ideologically convenient” complacency
before others’ victimization, while fanaticism would always rather
blame people than accept the legitimate distinction between
misfortune (what just happens to us) and injustice (for which
someone is culpable).”’ Strong agape, as | have described it, seems
more likely to generate a proper balance here than Thomas’s
eschatological perfectionism.

A closing example from a well-known Holocaust memoir may
illuminate what remains at this juncture a rather abstract thesis.
In the most moving scene from Elie Wiesel’s Night, SS guards
hang a young boy and two adults accused of sabotage “in front of
thousands of spectators.” The boy, “being so light,” struggles
literally at the end of his rope for more than half an hour, “dying
in slow agony.” Forced to pass by and witness the pathetic figure,
Wiesel (himself only a child at the time) recalls that

7® This is not to say that one must self-consciously believe in God in order to be loving, though it
seems to help in some cases. Obviously many atheists and agnostics display charity for their fellows, and
this constitutes real moral worth. A theological version of strong agape does imply, however, that even
putatively “humanistic” virtues are in fact causally sustained (though not necessitated) by divinity. Loving

atheists just do not give credit where credit is due.
" Shklar, The Faces of Injustice, 58-60.
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Behind me, I heard [a] man asking:

“Where is God now?”

And I heard a voice within me answer him:

“Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging here on this gallows. . ..”

This is a very Jewish answer to a very Joban question with a very
humane wisdom for anyone with eyes to see and ears to hear. The
narrator has previously described a loss of religious “faith,” but
what’s in a name? I can only believe that Wiesel’s courage and
compassion—his resolution, e.g., “Never shall I forget the little
faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of
smoke beneath a silent blue sky”—is the Spirit of God incarnate
amid monstrous evil.”> As Christians sing in Taizé services, “Ubi
caritas, Deus ibi est.””

"2 The Wiesel quotations in this paragraph are from Night, trans. Stella Rodway (New York: Bantam
Books, 1982), 61-62 and 32. It once seemed possible to read the quoted passages as approximating a
Jewish death-of-God theology, but Wiesel’s recent “A Prayer for the Days of Awe” gainsays this reading
after the fact. The silence and apparent absence of God during the Holocaust remain vexing—“Auschwitz
must and will forever remain a question mark only”—but Wiesel writes: “What about my faith in you,
Master of the Universe? I now realize I never lost it, not even over there, during the darkest hours of my
life” (The New York Times, 2 October 1997).

73 I wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for The Thomist for extremely helpful suggestions about
how to improve this essay. My gratitude also goes to the following careful readers: Nicholas Fotion,
James Gustafson, Eleonore Stump, and John Witte.
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INVERSION OF THOMISTIC PHILOSOPHY

STEVEN A. LONG
Silver Spring, Maryland

ICHOLAS LOBKOWICZ’S essay “What Happened to

Thomism? From Aeterni Patris to Vaticanum Secundum™

is fraught with implications for the nature of Thomistic
philosophy. It proffers putative historic insight into the
transmutative evolution of Thomistic studies over the last one
hundred years. However—and it is this that kindles the attention
of the philosopher—its systematic content is marked by those
pathogens which have dislocated much of contemporary Catholic
culture from the speculative value and dynamism of the
philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas. Moreover, there are strong
ties of entailment between Lobkowicz’s systematic view of the
nature of Thomism and his historical treatment of its fortunes in
the twentieth century.

The nexus between Lobkowicz’s view of the nature of
Thomism and his historical account of it lies in the
methodological priority he grants historical study within
philosophic method. The problem raised is the protean issue of
the right relation between the historical matrix for the study of
philosophical texts and the nature of philosophy as a speculative
habitus. As Lobkowicz puts the matter:

To begin with, the species Thomist claims to be a subdivision of the genus
philosopher and I do not think that I am a philosopher myself. Of course, I:have
studied philosophy; I have taught it for many years and many if not most of my

! Nicholas Lobkowicz, “What Happened to Thomism? From Aetemi Patris to Vaticanum Secundum,”
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 69 (Summer 1995): 397-423; hereafter cited as WHT.
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books and published papers deal with it. Philosophy differs, however, from
most other university subjects in that one must not be, in fact in most cases is
not, an exponent of the subject one informs others about. In part, this has to
do with the lofty meaning of the expression “philosopher.” Someone who
teaches physics or history must indeed be a physicist or a historian; philosophy,
on the contrary, is rather similar to poetry in that one need not be a poet in
order to say intelligent things about poetry, and when one studies poetry, one
usually will not become a poet. It also has to do with what philosophy has
become in the last hundred and fifty or so years. When one studies philosophy,
one indeed familiarizes oneself with what philosophers have said and written,
yet one studies the history of philosophy rather than philosophy proper. The
overwhelming majority of one’s teachers have been and are in the same
predicament.?

The substitution of historical learning for systematic
intelligence noted (and approved) by Lobkowicz continues to
exert a dislocative cultural pressure on Thomistic philosophy.
One need but enter a bookshop with a compendious philosophy
section to discover—as did this author recently upon entering an
enormous Borders Bookshop—a small sign: “for books on the
philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas see ‘historical studies.”” Upon
dutifully seeking out the historical section, one finds precisely no
Thomistic philosophy.

The reason for the bookshop’s enormous omission is easily to
be identified but only with great effort to be explained.
Somewhere along the line scholars interested in the work of
Aquinas forgot that the very criteria of historical relevancy
themselves are philosophic. The very ratio under which we find
this rather than that speculative matter to be worthy of attention
is itself of the speculative order. It is thus in relation to
theological and philosophic reasons that one judges historical
research to be valuable. Yet the tail of historical study has grown
far longer than the body of speculative engagement, in some cases
almost leading a life of its own. Thomistic philosophy has passed
from being nourished upon historical reflections to being
devoured by them.

The etiology of this historicist inversion of Thomistic
philosophy calls for serious consideration. Accordingly in this
essay I will make a twofold response to Lobkowicz’s analysis. I

*Ibid., 397.
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shall first offer a philosophic account of the error at the root of
the inversion. As it bears a genealogy proportionate to its
influence, I here respond not alone to Lobkowicz but to a figure
whose undoubted genuine greatness and prestige is historically
related to this phenomenon of the imperialism of historical
method: Etienne Gilson. Then, secondly, I shall turn to
Lobkowicz’s historical account to demonstrate how this
methodological error regarding the nature of Thomism colors his
interpretative lens so as to falsify his history of Thomism.

A) Situating the Pathology

The historicist inversion of philosophic method emerges rather
clearly in Henri de Lubac’s view of the “disregard for history and
slender critical sense™ of the Thomistic commentators of the
sixteenth century, buttressed by a comment from M.-B. Lavaud,
O.P.: “Exegesis and history concerned them far less than the
fundamental nature of things.”™ As Lobkowicz’s account shows,’
this charge may with equal cogency be made of St. Thomas
himself, who rarely if ever subordinates the quest for truth to
historiographic concerns.

The project to substitute historical erudition for the work of
philosophical intelligence is mistaken in part because the work of
philosophical exegesis itself is far more an exercise in systematic
philosophic contemplation than a mere work of external
historical description. Moreover such exegesis is not the chief
moment in philosophical labor (for as St. Thomas reminds us in
his commentary on Aristotle’s De caelo, what matters is not
chiefly what has been said, but whether it is true).® Insofar as
philosophic exegesis is a work of historical method simply, it is

3 Henri de Lubac, Augustinianism and Modemn Theology, trans. Lancelot Sheppard (New York: Herder,

1968), 233,
* Ibid.
* WHT, 419, re: St. Thomas: “This history, however, did not interest him except to the extent that

it gave him material with which to work.”
¢ A point expressly noted by Lobkowicz (ibid.) in the course of criticizing the timelessness of St.

Thomas's thought.



44 STEVEN A. LONG

auxiliary to properly speculative engagement. That this is St.
Thomas’s view explains his writing of commentaries on Aristotle
while lacking even command of the Greek language.

As Lobkowicz’s comments make clear (“one studies the history
of philosophy rather than philosophy proper”), many conquer the
auxiliary tools of historical reflection; few similarly master the
philosophical disciplines in their own right, for these are more
arduous of rational attainment. It magnifies the sublime reasona-
bility of St. Thomas that he happily leaned upon the linguist for
auxiliary aid, while safeguarding the interpretative act in its pro-
perly philosophical character. The per se is prior to the per
accidens, and the philosophic habitus is absolutely prior to the
historical one. Mirabile dictu, the putative flaw of the Thomist
commentators of the sixteenth century thus transpires to be -
precisely the precondition of the reasonable exegesis of St.
Thomas (or any philosopher), and moreover the attitude and
method of St. Thomas himself.

As Jacques Maritain has said, the philosopher

is sorely in need of teachers and of a tradition, but in order for them to teach
him to think when he looks at things (which is not as simple as all that), and
not, as is the case with the theologian, so that he can assume the whole of this
tradition into his thought.” '

Nonetheless Maritain also noted regarding the philosopher that

his most normal way of approach is historical and critical examination of what
has gone before him. . . . This method of procedure is merely introductory, but
it is very necessary both for teaching and for research.?

To engage oneself with philosophic considerations that are the
fruit of speculations far older than oneself requires historical
exertions to recover the text. Hence these exertions are not only
of material aid, but in some way integral if not essential to the
labor of penetrating the intellectual patrimony of any philoso-

7 Jacques Maritain, The Peasant of the Garonne, trans. Michael Cuddihy and Elizabeth Hughes (New

York: Macmillan, 1969), 161.
* Ibid., 161-62.
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pher. The very meaning of any text is embedded in its historical
context.

Thus the point is not to banish historical considerations from
philosophic study—which would amount to the suggestion that
human facticity, finitude, and historical context can be magically
overcome via some dialectical daring. Rather, the point is that
one’s attitude toward these historical elements itself implies
philosophic judgments. For instance, if one adopts a perspective
within which being is phenomenalized, transcendental being
evaporated, and the relative transcendence of human intellection
denied, history and historical appropriation will quickly satellize
one’s method. An overly rationalist starting point will by contrast
seek to elude all historical context or tradition from its inception.
The mean between the extremes is to be found in the method
actually employed by St. Thomas—a method proportioned to
epistemological moderate realism and to the anthropological
datum of the human knower’s composite nature. This method
recognizes (1) that history materially conditions our cognitions,
(2) that this conditioning while essential is nonetheless in a
certain sense extrinsic, and (3) that consequently historical study
is integral but not essential to philosophical method.

Regarding the first point, acts of knowledge, as acts of
composite subjects, are indeed subject to temporal conditions.
Understanding the intellectual milieu of a given thinker may
provide invaluable aid in understanding how he pursues certain
preoccupations, and in fathoming those preoccupations them-
selves. The temporal elements conditioning intellectual labor are
such that change, development, and dependence upon inspira-
tions conveyed through media present at one moment but not
earlier (or later) are all pertinent to interpretation.

Likewise the language used by a thinker, as his very own, is in
one sense bound to be better than any translation. Yet one notes
that even when read in its own language, philosophical exposition
both invites and requires interpretation. It is quite possible that
one may misinterpret in the native language, while—owing to
supervening philosophic insight—another may interpret rightly
on the basis of a translation (even a poor translation, as St.
Thomas has shown us). Moreover there is no basis for supposing
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that the structure of being is uniquely mirrored in any particular
language. It is possible that in some cases translation might even
enhance the objective presentation of a metaphysical considera-
tion (e.g., as with translation of substance ontologies from
languages that lack subject-copula-predicate structure).

This leads to the second point, namely that in a certain sense
the historical conditioning in question is essential but not intrinsic
to cognition. From this proposition, when properly understood,
will follow the conclusion that historical study is integral but not
essential to philosophical method.

If by historical conditioning one refers to temporal con-
ditioning, then the human spirit is essentially ordered to time
while nonetheless transcending it. Intellective cognition of any
object entails abstraction from spatio-temporal limits. This
capacity to engage meaning divested of material and temporal
limits is a sign of the substantial spirituality of the human soul.
Acts are proportioned to powers which themselves articulate the
natures of the substances in question. Intellective abstraction, and
the cognition of universal natures prior to adversion back to the
sensible singular, are possible only to a spiritual substance. Yet
this spiritual substance is itself according to St. Thomas the form
of a material being: the spiritual soul is ordered to its appropriate
matter, and the human body is human only because informed by
the spiritual soul.” We are embodied creatures who transcend the
limits of our own bodiliness—and hence the limits of tem-
porality—in acts of knowledge and love.

Yet for St. Thomas the proper object of human knowledge is
not an abstracted object, but the quiddity of a material thing. We
only truly know a nature when we know it according to the
manner in which it subsists. For example, the knowledge of the
universal “stone” is perfected only insofar as one cognizes the
nature of stone as it actually exists: namely, in individual stones.
And this means adverting to the singular subsistent via the
phantasm.'®

Although our knowledge is complete only when it grasps
natures as they actually exist—and our knowledge is rooted in the

® Cf. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 1, qq. 75 and 76.
WCE SThI-1l, q. 84,a. 7
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senses—nonetheless we know spiritual realities by way of causal
inference. Hence what we know may be ontologically superior to
the mode of our own knowing. For example, God is ontologically
superior to the mode of human cognition; be temporal; and the
principle of act supersedes potency and is altogether primary in
St. Thomas’s metaphysics. Indeed, act, form, and substance each
may but need not be found with matter; may, but need not, be the
act, form, or substance of a being properly measured by temporal
duration."’ In knowing these principles, what we know is
irreducible to our composite mode of knowing.

Is there a reason to suppose that the essential structure and
principles of being qua being are necessarily unintelligible save
within a certain temporal period? While the antimetaphysical
animus of the modern and postmodern periods might incline
some to form necessitarian historical theses like those of Comte,
the presence of contemporary philosophers of all stripes—
including Thomists, Platonists, Scotists, Aristotelians—argues the
contrary. The essential delineations of these teachings are not
properly historical but systematic.

While the benefit of historical learning materially and integrally
conditions the exercise of philosophic method, the philosophic
act itself—an act whose performance begins where historical
considerations leave off—is essentially defined vis-a-vis its
theoretic object. Of course there is a history of theory; but any
such history sufficiently penetrating to be helpful will in its
construction be largely an exfoliation of philosophicjudgment. In
other words, theory gives one a major premise, history a minor,
and one’s conclusion—the “intellectual history”—is a philosophic
act (awaiting completion in further such acts to be sure, if we wish
to apprehend truth rather than merely explain the activities of
others who sought to do so). In a sense that I hope to develop in
my argument, Lobcowicz’s own essay provides an example of
such entailment.

Historical method and context in sensu stricto should, then,
provide a helpful auxiliary to—and never a substitute for—
philosophic engagement. Indeed, there is little reason to suppose

1 Cf. Aquinas, Expositio super librum Boethii de Trinitate, q. 5, a. 4.
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that there is one optimal ratio of historical and philosophic
habitus. The freeway is wide, and for so long as history is not
falsified, nor philosophy reductionistically historicized, there are
many plausibly allowable ways for the two habitus to cohabit the
same soul. Yet it is more plausible to claim that the wiser
philosopher is the wiser historian than the reverse because the
criteria of philosophic significance which govern and assess all
historical research do not themselves derive from historical study,
but from implicit or express philosophic judgments. How does
one determine that the philosopher whose writings one has
discovered is brilliant? By judging his work. Can such work ever
be judged in translation? We have the witness of Augustine and
Aquinas vis-a-vis Plato and Aristotle that the answer is yes.

Furthermore, it is not necessary that the habitus of the
professional historian be possessed by the philosopher, but
only—witness St. Thomas’s own work—that he advert to it and
depend upon it. It is more important that the diamond cutter
know how to cut diamonds than that he be the one to unearth
them. Only let them be unearthed, and he will cut them very
nicely indeed if he possesses the requisite habitus. And does
anyone deny the enormous unearthing process of Thomistic
historiography?

Surely engendering the philosophic habitus should be given
primacy in schools of philosophy; this in turn provides an assured
stimulus for further historical work. It provides both an external
demand for such historiography as well as a certain quotient of
historical laborers from each generation of philosophers.
Subordinating philosophic to historical habitus because the
philosopher needs historical matter is rather like a coach
subordinating coaching to procreation because elsewise there
would be no players.

Such stress laid upon the philosophic habitus might be thought
a license for theoretical hubris. Yet it is easy to pretend humility
and self-emptying of philosophic judgment in the service of
history while in reality concealing and privatizing properly
philosophic judgments. By contrast properly philosophic judg-
ments should be made forthrightly and publicly so that they are
subject to appropriate intellectual scrutiny and receive the benefit
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of critical collaboration. Without the criticism of other minds
speculative judgments rarely will be as carefully sculpted, as
penetrating, or as probative. Those who subordinate their
philosophical reasoning to historical considerations may perform
valuable services: but when it is time for philosophical claims to
be assessed we ought to accommodate ourselves to the object in
view.

The camouflaging of judgments about truth in historical garb
is itself part of the positivist war of specialization against
philosophical method. One humbly refuses judgment about an
essential methodological question because “I’m in medieval and
thus-and-so isn’t my specialty.” How easy is the false
condescension toward other philosophers masked by an artificial
delineation of historical interest! How unphilosophic is such an
attitude, and how fraught with lost opportunities and incoherence
is the intellectual environment it nurtures!

By contrast, the philosopher takes upon himself the discipline,
so manifest in the work of Aquinas, of answering theses and
criticisms that derive from a variety of conceptual frameworks.
What matters is not the given fact of plurality, but whether and
to what degree elements of these frameworks may be well
founded, consistent with the habitus of first principles, or
salvageable from some initial conceptual mistake.

One lure of historicism is its tacit suggestion that Thomism may
be safeguarded from uncongenial philosophic probings through
immersion in historical method. Philosophy is not to be the task
and the responsibility of the Catholic philosopher, but to be
alienated to a glorious past, relics of which shall reverently be
approached in the Great Temple of Historicity. A few of the
specially trained may be permitted reverently to venerate the holy
of holies: a syllogism written on a scroll, inserted into the mouth
of a venerated clay idol, and incensed while all present chant the
editorial policy of the journal Medieval Studies. This cari-
cature—thankfully never wholly reproduced in reality although
too frequently invited—is the image of a corrupted scholasticism
hiding from daylight in the cave of history. This is even more
pressing a concern when the work of St. Thomas himself is
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faulted for its remotion from historical reflection. Shall we not,
it is suggested, save Thomas from himself via historical reason?

Indeed Lobkowicz considers St. Thomas's “lack of reflection on
history”'* to be a critical weakness. He criticizes St. Thomas as
follows:

Of course, St. Thomas knew that there is something like a development and
therefore also a history of philosophical thought. This history, however, did
not interest him except to the extent that it gave him material with which to
work. As he himself put it in an often-quoted passage in his commentary on
Aristotle’s treatise Peri ouranou, De caelo, one does not study the history of
ideas in order to discover what authors of the past meant to say but rather to
find out qualiter se habeat veritas rerum, what is the truth with respect to
reality.’?

Lobkowicz evinces no sign of awareness that the absorption with
history he finds lacking in St. Thomas is itself the reflection of a
particular, and highly controvertible, philosophy. Instead he
considers St. Thomas’s superior interest in philosphic truth as a
sign that his thought in these matters is not of permanent
objective worth:

Of course, Aquinas would probably never have become the greatest systematic
thinker of the Christian tradition if he had bothered with such details, which
are of little interest from a metaphysical point of view; but the fact that today
we are interested in areas of human experience outside his sphere of interest
is only one more argument against the timelessness of his thought.**

By this standard, all it takes to efface the permanency of truth is
the aversion of one’s gaze.

One might think that the areas of human experience
unexplored by St. Thomas need be conjoined to objectively and
immutably true metaphysical first principles if they are to be
safeguarded from the reductionist implosion we see in various
one-sided accounts of reality. Yet Lobkowicz writes that “there is
even a sense in which I feel that it is impossible to be a Thomist
simply because Aquinas lived more than 700 years ago.”" I shall

2WHT, 419.
1 Ibid.
 Ibid.

S Ibid., 399.
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speak more completely to this proposition in treating Lobkowicz’s
view of the nature of philosophic progress. But one must note
that if the metaphysical structure of reality may change every
seven hundred years, it may as well change every seven seconds:
metaphysical first principles either are or are not knowable. And
if metaphysical truth is unknowable we may face a rather more
vital problem than that of the nature of Thomism.

Again, historical study is an invaluable and necessary auxiliary
to philosophic inquiry. But the habitus of philosophic inquiry
ought itself to be the first, middle, and last preoccupation of those
who teach philosophy. An instructor of philosophy who conveys
nothing of this habitus—like a violin teacher who knows the
history of the violin but does not listen to the music nor know
how to play—may be master of passive periphrastic constructions
or textual evolutions, but certainly not of philosophy. Those
tempted at this point to think of history as the score, and
philosophy as the habitus of performance, should recall the
Suzuki method of musical instruction. In any case, what matters
is getting the notes right. In noetic matters as in music the
attunement of mind to object is primary.

Before ending this preliminary disquisition on historical and
philosophic method one should observe the enormity of the
difficulty in the development of either the historical or the
philosophic habitus. There are amazing people who are pro-
lifically accomplished in both domains; yet in such cases the
likelihood of one habitus to some degree imperializing over the
other is a permanent peril.

For a person of supereminent philosophical and theological
gifts to divert his strength of mind to sublunary historical issues
is not always to be wished. Saint Augustine and St. Thomas did
not even possess direct linguistic competency over the corpus of
the philosophic teachers who most influenced them. One ought
to consider the prolific labors of historical scholars now studying
Plato and Aristotle, and ask oneself the following question: how
much would one willingly subtract from what Augustine and
Aquinas actually accomplished and replace with the labors of
contemporary historical Plato and Aristotle scholars?
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B) Gilson: The Temptation of the Thomist Historian

Let me now bite the bullet by contradicting a man to whom all
Thomists are rightly indebted for his genius both philosophic and
historical: Etienne Gilson. In his pellucid Marquette Aquinas
Lecture of 1947, titled History of Philosophy and Philosophical
Education, Gilson states, “One cannot create in philosophy unless
he be a true philosopher; but one can live and die a true
philosopher without having created anything philosophical.”*¢ 1
think that this proposition, stated as it is and without further
modification, is simply false. It may be that the philosopher
creates no great and lasting work or system. But I do not think it
is possible for a philosopher to avoid adding something, some
reasoning, insight, critical objection, or for that matter new effort
at explication, to the body of tradition.

If Gilson’s proposition means that of that which is thus created
little proves to be of decisive import, this is true by definition
inasmuch as one defines “decisive” wholly in terms of the
discovery of first principles. But it is not true if one acknowledges
that these principles allow of indefinite application to areas of
inquiry not yet sufficiently explored, in which consequently
decisive progress may be made. If Gilson’s proposition means that
little of what is thus created is of permanent value, this is
disputable even if only slight progress is made, for many small
developments go into the enhancing of a tradition of thought.
These incremental analytic lucidities, while not themselves
overwhelming, still collectively augment the richness of a
philosophic tradition. Moreover large discoveries do await those
who contemplate previously unexamined or unavailable evidence
under the light of perennially true first principles.

Where a tradition of thought is founded upon objectively valid
and immutable first principles that are susceptible of indefinite
development and application, the scope for creativity is
commensurately indefinite. In any case, philosophers either
philosophize or they do not. If they philosophize, inasmuch as
they think old but true thoughts with their own minds, they can

'S Etienne Gilson, History of Philosophy and Philosophical Education (Milwaukee: Marquette
University Press, 1948), 19-20; hereafter cited as HPPE.
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hardly avoid juxtaposing such thoughts with other considerations:
they are not a mere chorus of parrots. The manner of the
consequent juxtaposition is ineluctably creative (although not
thereby ineluctably true or beneficial).

I will add to Gilson’s first proposition a second which I
consider to be even more palpably false and hence wish all the
more to contradict: “No philosopher can know that he is a
Thomist unless he also be an historian.”"’

This would be true if and only if history were itself a science.
Alas, it is not. Let me be precise: we do not know with apodictic
certainty, but with reasonable and overwhelming historical
certitude, that Napoleon lost the battle of Waterloo. Such
certitude must be ceded some epistemic reliability; but it is not
apodictic. Why do we believe Napoleon lost save on the basis of
the testimony of witnesses? Let us go further: do not most of us
believe this, not alone on the basis of the testimony of historical
witnesses, but rather also and largely on the basis of the
consensual judgment of historians?

Is the belief of anyone concerning who won at Waterloo less
reasonable for being the judgment of a nonhistorian? Such
judgment doubtless is less historically professional, but this is not
the issue. Is it less reasonable simply? No. Presumably one is not
intended to think that only historians enjoy reasonable historical
certitude and that all others must refrain from believing that
Napoleon lost the battle of Waterloo.

Similarly: was Aquinas himself less reasonable for farming out
the work of Aristotle to the best translator he knew rather than
taking on the job himself? No: he knew that he could spot
philosophical inconsistencies which might betoken errors of
translation well enough while nonetheless for the most part
trusting in the habitus of the translator. It should be considered
that by doing this he took a far greater risk than would anyone in
a similar undertaking today, inasmuch as there were far fewer
persons in Western Europe competent to criticize Moerbeke’s
translation than there are today. Yet St. Thomas reserved to
himself the right of interpretation, up to and including correction

7 Ibid., 30.
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of Moerbeke’s translation when the philosophic sense of the text
required it.

The question is not whether historical skill may befit or aid in
philosophical research: no one seeks to deny the philosophic
inquirer entry into historical study. Nor is there any implied
derogation of the value of historical research as stimulus for
philosophic reflection. The question is only this: can one be a
Thomist at all without being an historian? Gilson says no, and in
saying so he manifests the imperialism of the historical habitus.
But the true answer is that while one must rely on historical
wisdom to philosophize it is not at all unreasonable to rely on this
wisdom in and through others, so as to focus more critically upon
the prime philosophic obligation: that is, the obligation to achieve
probative judgment and truth. For this last task there is no
substitute for possessing the speculative habitus.

To rely upon the superior auxiliary skill of the historian while
maximally engaging the speculative habitus may at times be
simple wisdom, which is why St. Thomas did what he did.
Doubtless he might have mastered Greek; but it is a prudential
question whether one’s talents are better spent developing one
habitus or improving another. The implicit error of Gilson
consists in the implication—which follows with clear
necessity—that if only the historian can know himself to be a
Thomist (or in some matters an Aristotelian), St. Thomas himself
could not and did not know it, for he was no historian. Can a
pupil follow a master ignorant of his own teaching? No, it is not
so: the historical knowledge exhibited by St. Thomas is his own,
despite the fact that Thomas was not an historian. Historical
knowledge is not the preserve only of historical specialists. As is
true of many other wisdoms, possessing historical wisdom via
intermediaries is better than either not possessing it, or possessing
it as a specialist at an undue cost to one’s vocational obligations.

The way here pointed by Gilson—a very great teacher,
philosopher, and historian—is the route of historicist inversion.
I do not say that Gilson was an historicist, which would be
absurd. Rather I say that his thesis about the relation between the
historian and the philosopher implies such inversion. It manifests
itself in its obliteration of the prudential element of the question
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in behalf of a wrong principle. Where the thinker should ask
“What are my gifts? Will this immersion in historical
preoccupations nourish my philosophic gifts or dull them?”
Gilson erects a principle: “Every Thomist his own historian.” This
is no more plausible than requiring of every historian a specialist’s
knowledge of Thomistic philosophy (although if he seeks to be an
historian of Thomism, he had better have it).

One asks again: who wishes that Augustine had refrained from
thinking about Plato because of his lack of historical acquaintance
with the sources? Surely Gilson does not wish that Aquinas had
spent his time writing historical monographs. Gilson’s thesis
would apparently legislate that speculative eros be permitted only
to historians. Alas, by nature this supposition is impossible, and
insistence upon such a self-defeating stance by Thomistic
philosophers has had the only outcome it could have had: it has
withdrawn Thomism from the speculative marketplace where, by
consequence, other teachings grow predominant. Clearly the
danger of historical method imperializing over philosophy, and
seeking to dictate where it ought not to do so, is visible.

By contrast the message of the method and example of St.
Thomas is clear: we must depend upon others—not only
historians and linguists, but also the great articulate minds of the
past—if we wish to philosophize. Such dependence is ineluctable
even in the historian (was he not instructed by others? did he
originate his historic comprehensions out of a vacuum?). But in
philosophic life this dependence is made good through
speculative responsibility and accountability rather than through
chimeric historical omniproficiency. The retreat of Thomism from
the cultural arena began the day that the primacy of philosophic
eros and habitus was suppressed as secondary to historical
learning.

Let us put the matter differently: there is no work of Thomas
in which half the attention is given to historical development as
is prevalent in many putatively Thomistic works today. Thomas’s
use of history is by contrast a speculative cut to the chase:
“Aristotle says ‘x” and gives three reasons, a, b, and ¢; on the
contrary, Augustine says ‘y’ because of d, ¢, and e.” Then
Thomas’s own analysis and response to objections ensues. He
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filled both his Summae with such considerations,’® and no
genuine Thomist supposes that he exhausted the fertility of the
principles which he employed. He could not afford the luxury of
pretending to historical competencies which distracted from his
speculative focus.

It is understandable why historians prefer to sequester such a
speculative tendency to the past—when it erupts in the present,
it raises issues that the historian is incompetent to address. These
issues require the taking of philosophic responsibility for one’s
views, and a willingness to respond to criticisms from diverse
sources and conceptual backgrounds. It is easier to conceal one’s
judgments in the thickets of historical research than to subject
one’s understanding to criticism through forthright philosophic
analysis. Of course it was the very magnitude of Gilson’s
philosophic and theological engagement that drove his historical
inquiry. But here I am addressing not the man but the erroneous
formula in which he sought to express the truth he discovered
and lived. By contrast I say that the right proportion of systematic
to historical engagement is a prudential issue for the individual
thinker, while the defining note of the philosopher is the
speculative habitus.

As Peter Redpath reminds us:

Principally and primarily what philosophia names for Aquinas is the act of the
habit of a person. Only in an analogous sense does St. Thomas extend the
notion of philosophy to name a “system” or a “body” of knowledge."”

The philosopher walks a speculative tightrope without an
historical net: if he is mistaken he is so without support of the
excuse that he intended only an historical disquisition. The very
rope he walks is woven in history. But his business is to walk it
and keep his balance without falling rather than to become an
authority on hemp who cannot use it for the purpose for which
it was designed. Philosophic texts are designed to contribute to
the speculative life and to aid the search for wisdom. To use such

'® Granted the difference in form between the two Summae, both exhibit the same promptitude in

framing and addressing speculative issues rather than issues of historical development.
' Peter Redpath, review of The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, The American Maritain Association

Newsletter (Spring, 1995).
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texts for a purpose different than this manifests irreverence as
well as obtuseness.

It is the supreme compliment to Gilson that, while uttering his
judgments about the Thomist and the historian, he nonetheless
honored philosophy in the person of Jacques Maritain whom he
doubtless knew as one whose gifts were not chiefly those of the
historian. Of course Gilson’s own greatest works are those in
which the historical nexus of Christianity and philosophy provide
evidence and inspiration for a philosophical thesis regarding the
nature of philosophy itself—for instance The Spirit of Medieval
Philosophy, The Unity of Philosophical Experience, or God and
Philosophy. Where he is not reasoning from such historic
evidence, his philosophical achievement is real but far less
striking.

By contrast Lobkowicz derogates the philosophic achievement
and originality of Maritain and derides his metaphysical work as
“little more than paraphrases of works by Aquinas.”*® Gilson was
both too good a philospher and too good an historian to share
this view of Maritain’s achievment. As he put it:

we have lost our way because we have lost the knowledge of some fundamental
principles which, since they are true, are the only ones on which, today as well
as in Plato’s own day, any philosophical knowledge worthy of the name can
possibly be established. If anybody be afraid of sterilizing his own precious
philosophical personality by simply learning how to think, let him read the
books of Jacques Maritain as a sedative for his fears of intellectual barrenness.”!

Gilson’s strong concurrence with Maritain in many essential
points in metaphysics and epistemology points to his regard for
the fecundity of Maritain’s mind. Yet it is true that Gilson’s
regard for Maritain—as his regard for St. Thomas Aquinas—ill
accords with his own professed views about the normative
relation between the office of the Thomist and the office of the
historian.

Lobkowicz argues about Maritain that “True creativity was
something he achieved only in the two subjects about which he
found little in Aquinas: in political philosophy . . . and in

2 WHT, 409.
2! Etienne Gilson, God and Philosopky (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1941), xiv-xv.
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aesthetics.”** Of course, carrying principles further than they have
yet been carried means going beyond their prior application. The
suggestion that Maritain was uncreative in his understanding and
development of St. Thomas’s metaphysics stands as a striking
illustration of the way an historicist inversion of Thomism leads
to the distortion of the history of Thomism. To the explanation
of this larger point I shall now turn.

II

Henceforth I have strenuously criticized what I have titled the
“historicist inversion of Thomism” present in Lobkowicz’s essay.
It might mistakenly be supposed that, inasmuch as this speculative
error resides at a different level of discourse, it should not be able
to distort a treatment of the history of Thomism in the twentieth
century.” On the contrary, Lobkowicz’s discarding of the notion
of immutable truth®* finds its complement in critical errors
regarding the history of Thomism. It is important to exhibit these
historical misjudgments because their nexus with his speculative
errors is pronounced. The upshot is clear: it is far more important
for the historian of Thomism to undertand Thomism, than for the
Thomist to supplant his habitus with historical method.

A full response to Lobkowicz would delve positively into the
history of Thomism since Aeterni Patris. Instead I here highlight
three pivotal issues wherein entailments of Lobkowicz’s
historicism impact upon his historical judgments about Thomism
and seem to me to breed grave historical error. These three issues
are as follows: (1) Lobkowicz’s view of creativity and philosophic
tradition in relation to his claims about creativity in Thomistic
philosophy; (2) his view of the nature of philosophic progress in
relation to his claims concerning the lack of clear progress in

2 WHT, 409.

2 Lobkowicz calls his subject “Neothomism” but never provides a sufficient reason for distinguishing
it at the level of principle from its root in the thought of St. Thomas—*“Neothomism” appears to be an
umbrella covering anyone having anything to do with St. Thomas’s teaching. See ibid., 397: “As I intend

to reflect on the fate of Neothomism . . .”
* Ibid., 399: “Today, there is even a sense in which I feel that it is impossible to be a Thomist simply

because Aquinas lived more than 700 years ago.” Of course “a sense in which” is an elastic phrase, but
in any significant sense this proposition is an historicist error.
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Thomistic research; (3) his identification of scriptural study and
the renewal of interest in the Church Fathers—as opposed to the
philosophicnegations of the nouvelle theologie and the antecedent
manualist dessication of philosophic instruction—as responsible
for the post-conciliar eclipse of Thomism.

A) The Question of Creativity

The first critical historical error made by Lobkowicz flows from
his strong suggestion that philosophic creativity requires diver-
gence from philosophic tradition, and specifically divergence
from the principles of St. Thomas. As he puts it:

As we shall see, one of the most serious problems of Thomists consisted in the
fact that, on the one hand, the very nature of the philosophy they taught
induced them to say that they “do philosophy” while, on the other hand, they
were committed to the thought of a teacher of such overwhelming authority
that it was difficult for them to be creative.”

Sed contra: itis through the “overwhelming authority” merited
by St. Thomas’s teaching that inexhaustible metaphysical
principles are discerned which are both paradigmatic in their
openness to reality and susceptible of indefinite creative
application. By contrast, Lobkowicz appears to identify creativity
with “thought on the borderlines of orthodoxy.”*® Hence he
argues that

the really creative Thomists—mostly Frenchmen and Belgians, but also
Germans and later North Americans—almost from the very beginning
confronted Aquinas’s thought with modern philosophy, especially with Kant
and the German idealists, later also with Husserl, Scheler, and even Heidegger,
and, as they could not escape their influence, thereby very quickly became
suspected of no longer being genuine Thomists, indeed of being semi-heretics.
Most of them were Jesuits: Pierre Rousselot, only 37 years old when he died
in World War I, was fascinated by Maurice Blondel; Joseph Maréchal, whose
Point de départ de la métaphysique was published in five cabiers between 1922
and 1947, struggled with Kant and Fichte; in Germany, Erich Przywara, whose
speculative thought, especially on the analogy of being, was as ingenious as it

2 1bid., 398.
% 1bid., 399.
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was almost unintelligible, took Aquinas only as a sort of jumping-off ground for
his own highly original, in part deeply poetic thought; also Karl Rahner, who
in 1937 wrote his extremely original analysis of the metaphysical foundations
of human knowledge; in Canada and later in the United States Bernard
Lonergan, whose Insight of 1957 was probably the last truly original study a
Thomist wrote prior to the Vatican Council.?”

With the planted axiom at the beginning—that truly creative
Thomists must not escape the influence of Kant and Husserl—the
criterion for making the list of “creative” Thomists becomes clear:
“really creative” Thomists are those who “could not escape the
influence” of idealist principles contrary to those of St. Thomas.
This is not a matter of a narrow party line but of speculative
honesty: to suggest that idealist themes are consonant with
Thomas’s thought is simply untrue.

The reason why the authors on Lobkowicz’s list speak a
philosophic language diverse from Thomas is that they under-
standably sought a way from within the idealist starting point to
vindicate metaphysical realism. Yet a gnoseological consideration
sufficiently powerful to move one from the dynamism of thought
to the affirmation of the intelligibility of being is effective only
inasmuch as it implicitly adverts to the very being of this
dynamism itself. But if the intelligiblity of being is thus admitted,
any path will do, and all roads lead to Rome.

The Thomas who insisted that negations are always founded
upon affirmations®® could hardly license the most fundamental
negation of all: the negation of the very knowability of reality as
such. Nor could a Thomist seek to begin the theory of knowledge
with a gnoseological starting point for other than apologetical
reasons (if Thomists are those who follow the method of St.
Thomas).”” Philosophical truth has its own demands, and these
are not infinitely elastic even for the best of apologetical reasons.
It is for this reason, rather than from an obscurantist obsession
with shopworn platitudes, that most Thomists have not endorsed
the “turn to the subject” as consistent with St. Thomas’s meta-

7 Ibid., 407.
% See Aquinas, De Potentia, q. 7, a. 5: “The understanding of negations is always based on

affirmations, as is manifest by the rule of proving one by the other.”
» See note 31, infra, for an illustration of the difference between the gnoseological approach and that
of Aquinas.
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physics absent initial metaphysical affirmations. What is not
present in the beginning will not be present at the end: either one
begins and ends with intellective contactus with being, or one
does not. The brilliance of these seminal Jesuit figures
notwithstanding, the effort to co-opt idealist starting points for
realist purposes is simply not the best methodological prescription
for Thomism.

Of course the figures on Lobkowicz’s list for the most part have
sought to affirm metaphysical realism. Yet Rahner embraces the
a priori;*® Lonergan speaks of thought rather than being as the
supreme name under which God is naturally to be affirmed;’! and
Maréchal’s brilliant efforts arguably end by presupposing
precisely the knowability of being that the idealists he sought to
persuade reject from the start.”> Remarkably the one project to
bear lasting fruit from the fascination with continental methods
is the one most insistent upon the superordinate status of
Thomistic metaphyiscal realism vis-a-vis phenomenology and the
turn to the subject: the work of Karol Wojtyla.”> But such

* See Karl Rahner, Hearers of the Word (New York, 1968), 51: “this inner relation of all beings to
some possible knowledge is an a priori and a necesssary proposition. . . . This is simply to say that being
as such, to the extent that it is being, is knowing.” Insofar as a rock has being, it knows? In the name of

saving being from thought, being is absorbed into thought: an odd way to save metaphysical realism.
3! See Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding (New York: Philosophical

Library, 1957), esp. 657-77. See Lonergan’s view of the proper name of God on page 677: “Among
Thomists, however, there is a dispute whether ipsum intelligere or ipsum esse subsistens is logically first
among divine attributes. As has been seen in the section on the notion of God, all other divine attributes
follow from the notion of an unrestricted act of understanding. Moreover, since we define being by its
relation to intelligence, necessarily our ultimate is not being but intelligence” (emphasis added). Compare
with §Th 1, q. 13, a. 11, where Thomas insists that “I answer that this name HE WHO 1S, is the most
proper name of God for three reasons.” The reasons are (1) the being of God is his very essence; (2) all
other names are either less universal or if convertible therewith add something in idea, whereas He Who
Is designates no mode of being but rather the infinite ocean of substance; and (3) this name signifies being
in the present which above all applies to God. Thomas clearly does not think that being is defined by its

relation to intelligence but rather the converse.
32 See Joseph Maréchal Le point de départ de la métaphysique (Louvain, 1927). See also Otto Muck’s

synoptic treatment of these authors in his work The Transcendental Method (New York, 1968). His
words about Rahner (p. 188) inadvertently point to the prior affirmation of the intelligibility of being
in any case involved in transcendental Thomism. He states that we “must view knowing as a trait of
being.” Of course, in Rahner this leads to the assertion (cf. ibid.) “that being, in itself, is knowing and
being known”—whereas Muck’s prior words ought to indicate the ontological priority ot existential act

to knowledge.
* See Kenneth Schmitz’s excellent A the Center of the Human Drama: The Philosophical Anthropology

of Karol Wojtyla/Pope John Paul I (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1993).
Note especially the quotation from Wojtyla on page 130 regarding phenomenology: “This manner of
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prototypically realist creativity does not entitle one to a place on
Lobkowicz’s list of creative Thomists (nor let it be forgotten that
Wojtyla lectured and wrote extensively before the council!).
Thomists who have forthrightly insisted upon a metaphysical
realism that follows its own lights remote from the pre-
occupations of continental rationalism are depicted by Lobkowicz
as being “interested in reconstructing and then following
Aquinas’s original thought more than in creative philoso-
phizing.”* He notes the objection of these Thomists—among
whom he lists “Ambroise Gardeil, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange,
Antonin-Dalmace Sertillanges, in Switzerland Gallus Manser, in
Spain Santiago Ramirez, in Italy later Paolo Dezza, in Poland
Mieczyslaw Krapiec”— to his band of creative thinkers on the
ground that “they were not Thomists, certainly not ‘true
Thomists.”>® Yet he demurs that this shows “how difficult it had
already become by the *20s—and then from decade to decade
increasingly so—to say who was a Thomist and who was not.”’
Yet in a dialectical somersault this difficulty is swiftly
surmounted by Lobkowicz in assessing the troublesome work of
Jacques Maritain. Surely for those who judge creativity by the
promptitude with which one embraces rationalist or historicist
motifs in one’s philosophy, Maritain is an impediment. He surely
was not one of Gilson’s historians, and hence—despite Gilson’s
high regard for his thought athwart their differences—by Gilson’s
principles presumably is not to be esteemed as a Thomist.
Furthermore Maritain’s polemic against systems of thought that
begin by bracketing reality and then later claim to define its
contours was stark. Consider these words from his Notebooks:

treating consciousness is at the base of the whole so-called ‘transcendental philosophy.” This examines
acts of cognition as intentional acts of consciousness directed to transsubjective matter and, therefore,
to what is objective or to phenomena. As long as this type of analysis of consciousness possesses the
character of a cognitive method, it can and does bear excellent fruit [by providing descriptions of
intentional objects]. However, the method should not be considered a philosophy of the reality of man
or of the human person, since the basis of this method consists in the exclusion (epoche) of consciousness

from reality or from actually existing being.”
M WHT, 407.
* Tbid.
3 Ibid.
7 Ibid., 407-8.



THE HISTORICIST INVERSION OF THOMISM 63

The idealists.

Either they affirm nothing concerning existence but solely concerning our
possible knowledge. Their discovery is then only this affirmation: “We know
only the known, and we will never be able to know anything except the
known.” Let them say therfore what it would be to know something which is
not the known, which is not known.

Or else they are not content with this tautology, and affirm something
concerning being: “There is only . . .” I stop them. They do not have the right
and go infinitely beyond their premises.

If we wish to speak of being, it is necessary to posit other postulates.*®

Hence Lobkowicz—who has already assured us from the start
of his work that he is not a philosopher—promulgates his
judgment that Maritain:

was not an original or for that matter a good Thomist; many of his works, for
example those on metaphysics, are little more than paraphrases of texts by
Aquinas or merely of commentaries on him by John of St. Thomas.*

This claim, like the earlier ones that Thomists unwilling to
compromise metaphysical realism with idealist, rationalist, and
historicist currents were “uncreative” is patently false. One notes
in particular Maritain’s successful argument showing thatbetween
the language of the judgment of separatio—which St. Thomas
himself sometimes, as in the Summa Theologiae, replaces with
abstractio**—and the language of John of St. Thomas regarding
the third degree of abstraction, there is no necessary conflict of
sense.*’ In each case the existential judgment involved is
paramount, and in each alike being as such rather than its specific
infravalent modes is the object.

In particular, Maritain’s awareness that the analogy of being is
intelligible only owing to the primacy of act is a tour de force.**

% Jacques Maritain, Notebooks, trans. Joseph Evans (Notre Dame, 1984), 17.
¥ WHT, 409.
“* See STh I, q. 85, a. 1, where he distinguishes two modes of abstraction: the “abstraction” of

composition and division wherein one understands that a thing is or may be separate from another; and
the “abstraction” of “simple and absolute consideration” wherein one thing is merely understood without
considering another. By contrast in his In Boet. de Tnin., q. 5, a. 3, St. Thomas refers to intellectual
distinction through composition and division as separatio as opposed to abstractio.

‘! See Jacques Maritain, Existence and the Existent, trans. Lewis Gallantiere and Gerald B. Phelan
(New York: Pantheon, 1948), 30 n. 14.

2 See ibid., chap. 1.
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His insight that a per se concept of intelligible being apprehends
being through act-limited-by-potency, but that act most formally
considered is not self-limiting, addresses important issues at the
foundation of Thomistic metaphysics. Among other things, it
provides a clear account why it is that the subject of metaphysics
is not limited to the subject matter of physics.

Historical scholars such as Joseph Owens have confused the per
se ratio of being and the ratio of a se being.* The second is found
in God alone; the first is found in everything that is. Act precedes
potency, and while limited by potency in all the beings that fall
under our sense knowledge there is nothing about act considered
most formally and as such that requires potency. As being is
intelligible only in terms of diverse proportions of act, being
may—but need not—be physical. Maritain’s footnote on this
matter in Existence and the Existent addresses this foundational
issue of Thomistic metaphysics more forthrightly, clearly, and
coherently than any other writing on the subject to the present
day.*

In contrast those whom one might identify as Lobkowicz’s
“idealizing scholastics” have been so engaged in striving to deflect
idealism from its natural course as to leave important
foundational issues regarding St. Thomas’s own metaphysical
teaching unaddressed. Where do Maréchal, Rahner, or Lonergan
address the judgment of separatio, or regard being itself other
than as a correlate of cognitive theory? But being is that which is
before, and as condition of, being as the object of the unrestricted
desire to know. Being is absolutely prior to thought.

* Note the well-known position of Owens to the effect that one must prove the existence of God
before arriving at the real distinction of essence and existence as real principles. But that esse is in God
a real nature is only knowable insofar as esse has been distinctly known from and in creatures, for God
is not naturally known by creatures save through causal inference; see Joseph Owens, “Stages and

Distinction in De Ente: A Rejoinder,” The Thomist 45 (1981): 99-123.
* See Maritain, Existence and the Existent, 28, where he speaks of the discovery of being as subject

matter of metaphysical science: “If it can be separated from matter by the operation of the negative
judgment, the reason is that it is related in its content to the act of existing which is signified by the
(positive) judgment and which over-passes the line of material essences—the connatural object of simple
apprehension.” This most formal understanding of act is still tera incognita to many Thomists who fail
to see that as potency can be—and can be intelligible—only through act, so act most formally understood
is not self-limited but limited only by matter and potency. Hence there is nothing about the principle of
act which requires its limitation by potency, albeit in our sensible experience act is always so limited.
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Surely the cognitional emphasis of these brilliant figures has
much to do with their apologetic engagement, inclining them to
attempt to co-opt antagonistic idealist movements of thought
from within. No one can doubt the intellective vigor of their
effort. Nonetheless laudable theological motivation and
intellectual energies must bow to the limits of philosophic
possibility—limits more often discerned by Thomists more
palpably in the realist tradition. Maritain stands at the foremost
ranks of such Thomists, and his creativity ought not lightly be
derogated.

The sum of this historical error of Lobkowicz lies in this:
despite his open avowal that he himself is not a philosopher, he
has erected philosphic criteria for “creative Thomism” which
show decided rationalist and historicist bias. It transpires that a
party line is being imposed. It is a line historically drawn by one
who disclaims philosophic engagement and imposed upon
philosophically engaged metaphysical realists. To be counted
among the blessed such realists must evidently either abjure the
status of the philosopher and become mere historico-textual
critics, or else embrace idealism (the same idealism so pregnant
with postmodern implications once the a priori is plurified) and
so count as “really creative” philosophers. To their credit, creative
Thomists such as Maritain did not abandon the distinctive
propositions of the philosophy of Aquinas nor abandon contact
with the modern world.

As Lobkowicz rightly—and somewhat incongruously with the
remainder of his account—notes, “Thomists had too many
difficulties in expressing themselves in a way that transcended
medieval Latin.” Yet he acknowledges by way of contrast that
Maritain “wrote an elegant French.”** Here again we see a
glimmer of the historical truth: the historicist inversion of
Thomism, and the desideratum of a Thomism made artificially
congenial to continental rationalism, historically swallowed up
authentic Thomism of the type represented by Maritain and
others who addressed speculative issues contemporaneously.
Even—perhaps especially >—the reception of Gilson’s philosophic

* WHT, 410.
“ Ibid., 409.
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work has suffered from this gestalt: he shows a marvelous
historical sense, but is he not too hostile to continental
rationalism to be counted amongst Lobkowicz's “really creative”
Thomists? In any case Lobkowicz excludes him from his list.

B) The Question of Philosophical Progress

Regarding philosophic progress Lobkowicz identifies two
equally unsatisfactory alternatives: one which would view
philosophic progress as cognate with progress in the positive
sciences, and the other which hearkens to some historically
situated “point of its highest development in times past, with
Aquinas, or with some other thinker.” The first alternative too
blithely assumes that contemporary philosophic views necessarily
represent progress;*® the second “is not very satisfactory either,
since then we have to face the problem of what to do with all the
philosophies that have turned up since the times of the
philosopher in question.”*

In the face of this impasse, Lobkowicz argues that if one is to
avert the response of radical historicism one must find a way “of
suggesting that philosophies are ‘true’ in a sense that differs from
the truth of individual propositions.”™° In discussing differences
amongst philosophies, one finally

is no longer discussing the truth or falsity of a conclusion, or for that matter
the validity or invalidity of an argument, but rather the applicability of a
conceptual framework, the ways of speaking about our common experience.’!

Philosophic history is constituted by a series of partial and at
times near total paradigm changes,’? changes that are not without

“ Ibid., 412.

* Ibid.: “there has been some philosophical progress. . . . This progress, however, is by no means so
obvious that if a student asked us what to read in order to find out how far philosophy has progressed,
we would suggest to him that he study Derrida or for that matter Fukuyama or read the most recent book
by Habermas.”

* Tbid.

* Ibid.

*! Ibid., 413.

32 Ibid.: “the history of philosophy cannot be understood without granting that most of the passages

from an older to a more recent philosophy are in a sense paradigm changes, changes of conceptual
framework that are usually partial, but sometimes almost total.”
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relation to issues of cultural plausibility.”’ As Lobkowicz puts the
matter most fundamentally:

There is more than one way to interpret our experience, and the only
philosophy that would be true in the most elementary (and complete) sense of
the term would be one that succeeded in integrating all these ways,
incorporating all conceivable parameters.™

Much of what Lobkowicz here suggests is reasonable, with one
rather notable exception. While it is true that there is more than
one way to interpret our experience, it by no means follows that
at the metaphyical level there is more than one set of first
principles into which interpretations must be resolved. The only
complete synthesis of all possible truth of human experience is in
the mind of God. This datum does not relegate philosophical
labor to a no-man’s land of agnosticism. Although Lobkowicz
admits he does not wish to deny that “it does not seem overly
realistic to assume that there ever existed two such equally ‘true’
philosophies,™’ this is a rather slight metaphysical affirmation.

The problem is in the identification of philosophies as systems
putatively complete. It was never St. Thomas’s intent, nor the
claim of his commentators and those philosophizing within the
ambit of the principles he articulated, to author a system
exhaustively true and requiring no further development. But the
question is precisely the metaphysical one: are there objectively
and immutably true principles that paradigmatically open the
mind to all the evidence of being? If the answer is yes than these
principles illumine an inexhaustible field for a work of synthesis
that will never be completed.

Furthermore the negation of these true metaphysical principles
will indeed count as error and falsehood irrespective of the
historical period in which it occurs. While Lobkowicz avers his
desire to elude radical historicism, his method permits him only
an ad hoc juggling of metaphysically incompatible systems lest we
imply that some philosopher has discerned principles of
permanent worth. Unsurprisingly, Lobkowicz cannot discern

2 Ibid.

 Ibid., 414.
55 Ibid., 413.
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what Thomism is any longer, much less discern what would count
as Thomistic “progress.” De facto difference subtly becomes all
that is determinative, as de jure truth can never decisively and
permanently be located. This is a simple function of the
dislocation of metaphysical truth and the speculative eros and
habitus. Why else should acquaintance with the historical
plurality of theories imply that permanent metaphysical
elucidations have not occurred? or that they have, but that they
are not criteria for judging philosophic progress?

By any Thomistic standard of progress, Woytyla’s use of
phenomenological method to instantiate the matter of Thomistic
metaphysical judgments should be counted as some type of
progress. So should Maritain’s insights into the foundations of
metaphysics and natural law, and certain aspects of his political
theory; certainly the work of Maritain and Gilson in aesthetics,
and Gilson’s own work regarding the character of Christian
philosophy, should count as Thomistic progress.

More contemporary instances of progress would surely note
Alasdair Maclntyre’s account of the role of tradition in
philosophizing,’® or Russell Hittinger’s work in natural-law
theory and legal epistemology.’” And, at the auxiliary level, the
explosion of textual apparatus and resources for Thomistic study
counts as enormous material progress. But if philosophic progress
necessarily sprang from historico-textual progress, the efforts of
the Leonine Commission would be themselves associated with the
great advances in Thomistic philosophy. Yet this is not so: it is the
names of Maritain, and Gilson, and Woytyla, and others that
represent genuine Thomistic philosophical progress in the
twentieth century.

C) The Nouvelle Theologie and the Eclipse of Thomism

% What proponents of the historicist inversion of Thomistic study miss about Maclntyre’s view of
tradition is this: it is tradition already constituted in the philosophic order. It is not the role of
historico-textual study he highlights, but the role of speculative nourishment by other minds—whether
one is oneself an “historian” in Gilson’s sense or whether, like St. Thomas himself or Jacques Maritain,
one is not. Of course it follows from this that historico-textual study is of material importance to
philosophy (whoever doubted it was?). But the habitus of philosophic study is prior to the auxiliary

habitus nourishing this study.
7 Russell Hittinger, “Natural Law as Law,” American Journal of Jurisprudence 39 (1994): 1-32.
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Lobkowicz writes that

since the 1920s some of the most creative theologians of the day, mostly
French Jesuits teaching at Lyons, and their pupils had begun to rediscover the
older Church Fathers, in particular Great Fathers such as Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, and Gregory of Nyssa, but also Augustine. Theologians
such as Henri de Lubac and Hans Urs von Balthasar were able to write
theological treatises displaying a depth, but also of a liveliness almost unknown
for a century because—without thereby in any way denying the importance of
Thomas—they had studied and written about these older theologians, who
were certainly much less systematic than Aquinas but much closer to the words
of Holy Scripture than were his writings. All in all, then, considering the
ecclesiastical side of the development, it may have been not so much the
influence of modern philosophy that called Thomism into question but rather
the return to Scripture and the rediscovery of the relevance of the classical
Fathers of the Church.*®

Doubtless there is much to be said in behalf of such a view.
Certainly the deepening and broadening of theological
contemplation through scriptural and patristic studies is a positive
achievement of de Lubac, von Balthasar, and others. But it may
be doubted that these positive achievements in themselves detract
from Thomistic study. What is omitted from this portrait is the
deep negation that attended the real contributions of these
figures, for this portrait omits mention of de Lubac’s thesis
regarding nature and grace. It is this thesis that largely negated
the role of natural philosophy as a necessary condition for
theology.”” Whether this was de Lubac’s intention or not, it is
indeed an effect which appears to flow from acceptance of his
thesis.

Of course the destruction of nature as a normative concept in
theology was a door through which some passed in order to free
themselves of dessicated manualism so as to contemplate scripture
and the Church Fathers (in howsoever fideistic a fashion). But this
should not obscure vision of the historical fact that a whole

= WHT, 416.
5* See Henri de Lubac, Sumaturel: Etude historigue (Paris: Aubier, 1946); idem, Augustinianism and
Modem Theology, trans. Lancelot Sheppard (New York: Herder, 1968), 242-51; and idem, Le Mystére

du surnaturel (Paris: Aubier, 1965), noteworthy for its criticism of the Dominican commentator tradition,
pp. 87-88, 142, 179-89. Cf. n. 60, infra .
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group—the Concilium group—marched through this same door
in the quite different direction of an historicized radical
theological pluralism from which Catholic theology has yet to
emerge.

To put the matter less controversially: the manualism into
which Thomism had fallen was arguably inferior to the inspira-
tion of Aeterni patris. It was like having a very abstract map of the
city, rather than being introduced to the city in a way dictated by
its very nature. Hence the manuals are still marvelous shorthand
summaries of philosophic insight for those who have achieved
such insight: but it is dubious that such manuals constitute a
sufficient philosophic education in their own right, much less an
introduction to the philosophic habitus. They appear as almost
catechetical in form, submerging the living speculative eros in the
fixity of an abbreviated philosophical context and thus concealing
the full contemplative amplitude of philosophical life from the
student.

In the light of such a situation—a situation dictated largely by
apologetic considerations—de Lubac and other scholars sought a
more contemplative direction. But the manualist impediment of
the residue of scholasticism needed to be removed first. The
upshot of this project was de Lubac’s account of nature and grace,
an account that so hot-wired nature into the orbit of grace that
the role of natural philosophy in theology was derogated.®® This
opened the door for a renovation of theology along lines free of
apologetical and manualist shackles. Yet it disposed of the baby
with the bath water, abandoning any normative conception of
nature as a precondition for Catholic theology. This was a giant

% Of course de Lubac insisted that grace is not intrinsic to human nature. But once nature itself is
identified as already oriented apart from grace directly to beatific finality, “the natural” is no longer
definitively distinct from “the supernatural.” This is because substances are defined by powers, powers
by acts, acts by objects, and objects by ends. If specifically and determinately supernatural beatitude is
naturally sought—as distinct from a natural seeking for the indeterminate fulfilling good—then nature
is supernaturally adequated, finite ends derogated, and supernatural grace merely a means for something
antecedently emerging from nature. Natural desire for the indeterminate good, and for God as known
from nature, is not yet directly oriented to supernatural bliss, whereas supernatural grace is. For the
trajectory of nature to be elevated within grace it must be initially and diversely adequated from grace.
These are systematic implications of his position never acknowledged by de Lubac, who rightly always
maintained the character of grace as a pure, unmerited gift of God. Still, the objective implication of his
thesis—the impossibility of defining nature in precision from grace—remains a dubious legacy.
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step backwards—surely a tactical liberation, but a strategic
ensnarement.

The thumbnail sketch I here forward is of course eminently
controvertible. But I posit the proposition that neither biblical
study (which was St. Thomas’s first engagement as a theologian)
nor regard for the Church Fathers (the tensions among whose
thought kindles the appetite for profound synthesis) of itself
dampens the inspiration of St. Thomas’s theology and philoso-
phy. It is rather that apologetical dilutions of the contemplative
context of Thomas’s teaching so constrained the paths of
theological inquiry as to catapult the nouvelle theologie toward its
radical solution. Unfortunately, as history witnesses, this solution
did not enhance but rather wounded the legacy of Thomism. An
apologetically motivated dislocation of Thomistic contemplation
and inquiry was supplanted by an even more narrowly motivated
solution® repudiating the normativity of the concept of nature in
Catholic theology.®

As Lobkowicz states,

Aquinas’s philosophy had no counterpart in the history of the Church; but in
theology, a return to the Church Fathers was possible and in the end
significantly contributed to the calling into question of the timelessness of
Aquinas’s thought.®

This of course misses the very nature of St. Thomas’s theology
and philosophy as providing an hermeneutical key to the
contemplation of the patristic legacy. Only persons whose
speculative interests are artificially depressed could fail to be
moved, in contemplating the writings of the Church Fathers, to

6! That is, the solution of escaping an overly abstract, deontologized, catechetically formatted and
dessicated scholasticism.

¢ Lobkowicz insists that de Lubac and Balthasar pursued their theological agendas “without thereby
in any way denying the importance of Thomas™ (WHT, 416). The word “importance” is well chosen:
the prestige of Thomas’s teaching construed as supporting the role of philosophy in theology needed to
be dislodged for de Lubac’s project to unfold. His desire to reinterpret Thomas thus cedes Thomas an
exemplary importance. Whether de Lubac’s account is consistent with the teaching of St. Thomas I treat
elsewhere (see my “Obediential Potency, Human Knowledge, and the Natural Desire for God,”
International Philosophical Quarterly (March 1997). It is of course noteworthy that de Lubac’s
speculative derailment of St. Thomas’s theology begins with an “étude historique”—doubtless one reason

why Gilson viewed it with such amazing and alarming sanguinity.
© WHT, 404.
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a desire for deeper synthesis and unity. These exemplars of
Christian wisdom write with profundity and passion about the
same truth: but their understanding of this truth leads them to
formulations that war with one another in a variety of respects.
Is the Christian mind to suppose that these surface contradictions
are unreconcilable?

Similarly, many theories of the world raise serious issues for
Christians: are Christians to abandon the effort to understand the
world lest they encounter difficulties? St. Thomas clearly thought
not, and fashioned a theology and philosophy maximally and
simultaneously open to the tradition of the Church and to the
world.

Whatever one’s explanation of the postconciliar eclipse of
Thomism, the suggestion that biblical and patristic study
motivated abandonment of the spirit of St. Thomas bespeaks an
unfruitful fideism. This fideism fits very well with the historicist
inversion of Thomism. An unhistoricized Thomism may insist
upon certain prerequisites of rational, truthful discourse even
within theological contexts. Once burnt, twice shy: the
antischolastic revolution did not oust the manualist distortion in
order to embrace a more genuine contribution of philosophical
method within theology. Rather the goal was and is autonomy
from philosophical methods and norms within theology,** a goal
largely (if destructively) a cultural fait accompli. The mere
medievalist makes no theologically bothersome claims to
transcendental validity, and is a welcome domesticated mutation
from the species “Thomist.” Only, the historicist might say, let
him know his place, and avoid declaiming about the truth.

III

Thomists who discern the perennial validity of an organon of
principles naturally wish to understand these principles better and
apply them more extensively as well as more deeply. Thus they

# Cf. David Schindler, “The Person: Philosophy, Theology, and Receptivity” Communio (Spring
1994). All philosophical categories are held to be subject to a higher theological gestalt, as anteriorly open
to revision, and this without prejudice to the integrity of philosophic method. The problem with this?
Immutable truths are in themselves intrinsically unrevisable.
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will necessarily be challenged to judge and to some degree to
assimilate the contributions of other modes of thought. Under fire
both from within the Church and from without after the Second
Vatican Council, Thomistic scholars were offered a precious relief
from such conflicted contemporaneity by the historicist inversion
of philosophy. This inversion provided a safe enclave from within
which Thomist research would not necessarily provoke either
theological hostility or the opposition of other styles of
philosophizing: for it was but “medieval scholarship.” Such
scholarship has made material contributions to Thomistic
theology and philosophy. But through a sad irony of history the
prestige of these material contributions has been portrayed as
sufficient replacement for the prime and essential duties of the
philosophic office itself.

The Leonine Commission, aiming to place historico-textual
energies at the service of a Thomistic renaissance, has instead
placed wondrous tools before scholars many of whom (like
Lobkowicz)®’ no longer think of themselves as philosophers and
find it difficult to say what Thomism is or why it- should matter.
Some who would speak convincingly to these last questions
neglect the single most primary ingredient: before one can be a
Thomist philosopher one must first be a philosopher. The
philosopher’s task is first and foremost to seek the truth, and so
always to preserve and cultivate the philosophic habitus. Insofar
as the philosopher is an academic teacher the encouragement of
such habitus in others is a complete and challenging cooperative
work.

Historicist inversion of Thomistic philosophic study—a
phenomenon with complex theological and philosophic
causes—has suppressed speculative gifts essential to philosophic
progress as well as to the common good of the Church. While
Nicholas Lobkowicz’s writing manifests an instructive material
knowledge of the history of Thomism, it is finally an apologia for
the historicist inversion that occludes both speculative and
historical judgment. It remains the case that reflective
consideration of the speculative history upon which Lobkowicz

# WHT, 397: “I do not think that I am a philospher myself.”
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comments is the path to recovery. Hence he must be thanked for
exhibiting in his account the very syndrome at whose feet the
(surely temporary) eclipse of Thomism may be laid.
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A VIA MARITAINIA: NONCONCEPTUAL
KNOWLEDGE BY VIRTUOUS INCLINATION

DONALD F. HAGGERTY

Mount St. Mary’s Seminary
Emmitsburg, Maryland

I

as a Catholic philosopher was his ability to discern
nalogous patterns of operation in disparate areas of
human knowledge. One example of this resourcefulness involved
proposing a nonconceptual cognitive process to explain poetic
knowledge, mystical knowledge, and knowledge of the natural
law. In all three instances, according to Maritain, the arrival at an
act of knowing does not depend on the abstractive power of the
intellect. Instead the customary role of the concept as a
cognitional sign is replaced by an alternative vehicle for the
realization of knowledge. The cognitive medium is different in
each case—creative emotion, supernatural charity, or natural
inclinations, respectively. But the common pattern in Maritain’s
analysis was to posit a reservoir of intelligent preconceptual
activity beneath consciousness as the origin and ground for the
eventual knowledge grasped in conscious awareness.

While Maritain pursued these topics with notable distinction,
he left some intriguing questions still uninvestigated. A case in
point is the relation of prudential knowledge to a nonconceptual
process of cognition. The invitation is clearly present because of
the connection between prudence and a virtue-modified
appetitive life. To function effectively as the intellectual virtue it
is, prudence requires an ordering of the appetites to their proper

! SIGNIFICANT ASPECT of Jacques Maritain’s originality
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human ends. The moral virtues provide this rectitude of
inclination within the appetites, but by means of interior
attractions or repulsions not always consciously adverted to.
These tendential movements remain vital and operative in the
appetites as a dynamic a priori structure of interior inclination
before any formal choice of action takes place. The result is to
predispose the person of advanced virtue to lean in the direction
of virtuous action prior to any conscious deliberation over
existential options of choice.'

The question arises whether the interior dynamisms residing
in the appetitive life provide a type of underlying cognitive source
for the prudential knowledge eventually grasped in concrete
instances of moral choice. Though St. Thomas Aquinas did not
write expansively on the matter, at two places in the Summa
Theologiae he gives support to this possibility when he describes
a practical knowledge linked to appetitive predispositions. He
contrasts a twofold manner of judgment: one by way of discursive
reasoning and the other by way of “a certain connaturality.” In
the first case a correct judgment concerning a moral matter, such
as chastity, depends on acquired learning after sustained inquiry
into moral science. Intellectual activity is the pathway to such
knowledge, which produces mere intellectual conformity with a
moral truth grasped in conceptual formulation by a “perfect use
of reason.” In this instance it is possible for the intellect to
achieve knowledge of chastity while the person is at the same time
devoid of the actual virtue. On the other hand, a person who
possesses virtue, writes St. Thomas, “judges rightly of what
concerns that virtue by his very inclination towards it.™ Thus the

' In a number of places Aquinas stresses the necessity of moral virtue rectifying the appetites as a
precondition for prudence to judge well and command virtuous choices. For example, STh I-11, q. 57, a.
4: “Ad prudentiam, quae est recta ratio agibilium, requiritur quod homo sit bene dispositus cirea fines;
quod quidem est per appetitum rectum. Et ideo ad prudentiam requiritur moralis virtus, per quam fit
appetitus rectus” (cf. STh I-1I, q. 58, a. 2; I-1I, q. 65, a. 1; II-11, q. 47, a. 13, ad 2).

L STh1I-11, g. 45, a. 2: “Rectitudo autem judicii potest contingere dupliciter: uno modo, secundum
perfectum usum rationis; alio modo, propter connaturalitatem quamdam ad ea de quibus jam est
judicandum. Sicut de his quae ad castitatem pertinent per rationis inquisitionem recte judicat ille qui
didicit scientiam moralem: sed per quamdam connaturalitem ad ipsa recte judicat de eis ille qui habet
habitum castitatis.”

38Th1,q.1,a. 6,ad 3: “Cum judicium ad sapientem pertineat, secundum duplicem modum judicandi
dupliciter sapientia dicitur. Contingit enim aliquem judicare uno modo per modum inclinationis, sicut
qui habet habitum virtutis recte judicat de his quae sunt secundum virtutem. . . . Alioc modo per modum
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presence of chastity as a virtuous habitus modifying the
concupiscible appetite inclines a person to judge concrete matters
related to chastity in accordance with the virtue. When faced with
a moral dilemma, a practical judgment is reached not through an
intellectual process of inquiry but through a tendential interior
bent which spontaneously inclines the mind to shape its judgment
in conformity with chastity.

An important aspect of this second type of judgment is the
apparent mingling of the intellect’s conscious awareness with
tendential propensities that serve as an active substratum of
interior inclination beneath the reasoning intellect. The intellect
arrives at a judgment because moral virtue has trained the
inclinations to a natural attraction for all that is consonant with
the virtue. The resulting practical judgment is due to an ensemble
of prior influences which register on the intellect an inchoate
experiential guidance through appetite and interior inclination.
It is our contention that the prompt ease with which virtuous
actions are chosen when virtue is well-developed reflects not only
a strength of tendential inclination residing within the appetitive
life, but something akin to a type of instinctive practical
knowledge. Human experience gives witness to an apparent
naturalness in such virtuous inclinations and the actions that
accompany them. But the challenge nonetheless remains to
explain the process of practical recognition by which a seemingly
spontaneous attraction arises toward a concrete opportunity for
virtuous action.*

Our effort here will be to expose an analogous pattern of
cognition that occurs in creative inspiration and in the
discernment of moral choice. Although Maritain did not explicitly
make this connection himself, his writings on the creative
emotion in poetic knowledge bear striking similarity as a

cognitionis, sicut aliquis instructus in scientia morali posset judicare de actibus virtutis etiamsi virtutem
non haberet.”

* Aquinas’s acknowledgement of the need for a “pre-existing disposition” to virtue implies an
intelligent ordination operative in the habitus as a guiding influence beneath conscious awareness. STh
I-11,q. 55, a. 2, ad 1: “Modus actionis sequitur dispositionem agentis; unumquodque enim quale est, talia
operatur. Et ideo cum virtus sit principium aliqualis operationis, oportet quod in operante praeexistat
secundum virtutem aliqua conformis dispositio.” Our effort is to account epistemologically for the
practical truth that “mode of action follows the disposition of the agent.”
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cognitional vehicle to what he termed a “preconscious notion of
reason” when he was speculating on the existence of what he
called a pre-philosophical knowledge of moral value. When
examined in tandem with the creative emotion, this so-called
preconscious notion of reason fits very aptly the requirements
necessary for a nonconceptual cognitional medium functioning as
a preliminary stage in prudential knowledge. The ultimate
purpose of developing such an analogy is to disclose important
cognitional implications of growth in virtue. A refinement of
appetitive inclination accompanies any enhancement of the
human person through virtue. But this means precisely that
preconscious intelligent activity has intensified in its guiding
power and as a critical catalyst for choices in the existential order.

II

The foundation for an analogy between creative intuition and
practical discernment under the influence of moral virtue depends
on the existence of a “spiritual unconscious” in the structure of
the human psyche. According to Maritain, the spiritual
unconscious can be understood as a locus of preconscious activity
animated by an active intelligence and marked by a basic
reasonableness in its activity. As an active zone of purposive
intelligence, albeit below the threshold of consciousness, it is
distinct from the Freudian unconscious, deaf to reason. Although
the spiritual unconscious and the Freudian unconscious exist
simultaneously and both are screened from the self-reflexive grasp
of consciousness, they register independent effects on con-
sciousness. While the Freudian unconscious can sometimes
dominate consciousness by irrational instinct, the spiritual
unconscious constitutes an interior locale for preconscious
converging movements that are consonant with the affective life
and the appetitive tendencies of the human subject. As the
attractions linked to emotional experience or to the appetitive life
emerge into conscious awareness, they serve as catalysts to
creative intuition or to moral recognitions. Discernible patterns
of attraction felt in emotion or recognized in moral discernment
thus reflect the intelligent vitality of tendential dynamisms
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emerge into conscious awareness, they serve as catalysts to
creative intuition or to moral recognitions. Discernible patterns
of attraction felt in emotion or recognized in moral discernment
thus reflect the intelligent vitality of tendential dynamisms
operative below consciousness. In his work on creative intuition,
Maritain proposes the importance of this subliminal presence of
intelligent preconscious activity not only for creative inspiration
but as a source of knowledge for concrete moral guidance:

(1]t is enough to think of the way in which our free decisions, when they are
really free, are made, especially those decisions which commit our entire
life—to realize that there exists a deep unconscious world of activity, for the
intellect and the will, from which the acts and fruits of human consciousness
and the clear perceptions of the mind emerge, and that the universe of
concepts, logical connections, rational discursus and rational deliberation, in
which the activity of the intellect takes definite form and shape, is preceded by
the hidden workings of an immense and primal preconscious life. Such a life
develops in night, but in a night which is translucid and fertile.’

Clearly this understanding of the psyche conflicts with a
common perception of the boundary of consciousness as a
disjunction between rational intelligence and the random
irrationality of the unconscious. Rather than a kind of dream state
marked by illogic and directionless movements, the spiritual
unconscious manifests a primordial intelligence deeply rooted in
the rational nature of the human person. The notion of
intelligence is thereby not reducible to the operations of conscious
life. On the contrary, the existence of a spiritual unconscious
allows us to extend our understanding of human intelligence
beyond the discursive activity of consciousness to include prior
stages of non-discursive activity which shape and influence
consciousness in certain indeterminate ways. Moreover, as one
might expect from the choice of terminology, a profound spiritual
operation is implicit in the existence of a spiritual unconscious.
The soul itself is the ultimate source of the hidden springs of
interior vitality that will move the intellect in its dynamisms to

$ Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry, A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts,
Bollingen Series 35 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 68.



















































































































































































































































