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NAMES FOR THE INEFFABLE GOD: 
ST. GREGORY OF NYSSA'S EXPLANATION 

JAMES LE GRYS 

New York, New York 

I N RECENT YEARS the traditional theological doctrine of the 
incomprehensibility of God has emerged as an important topic 
in terms of its consequences for our understanding of the role 

and the status of our names for God, particularly with regard to 
the ongoing discussion concerning the question of God-language 
and sexism. While some attention has been given to the thought 
of St. Thomas Aquinas as representing the classical theological 
tradition, 1 it is a bit disappointing that systematic theologians 
have not done more to bring the theology of the Fathers into the 
discussion. 2 The basic outline of the traditional doctrine of the 
incomprehensibility of God was developed in the Patristic period, 
most importantly in the progression from St. Athanasius through 
the Cappadocians to Dionysius the Areopagite. As for St. Gregory 
of Nyssa in particular, while prior to this century he and his 
theology had received little attention, today it is recognized that 

1 For examples from various perspectives, see Lynne C. Boughton, "More Than 
Metaphors: Masculine-Gendered Names and the Knowability of God," The Thomist 58 
(1994): 283-316; J. A. DiNoia, O.P., "Knowing and Naming the Triune God: The Grammar 
of Trinitarian Confession," in Alvin F. Kimel, Jr., ed., Speaking the Christian God: The Holy 
Trinity and the Challenge of Feminism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1992), 162-87; 
Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse 
(New York: Crossroad, 1992), esp. 104-20; Gregory P. Rocca, O.P., "Aquinas on God-Talk: 
Hovering over the Abyss," Theological Studies 54 (1993): 641-61. 

2 Catherine Mowry LaCugna's God For Us: The Trinity and Christian Life (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991) constitutes an exception in that LaCugna there devotes the first 
three chapters to Patristic theology and draws anti-patriarchal conclusions from the 
Cappadocian conception of the Trinity (see 390££.). This work is a study of the doctrine of 
the Trinity, however, and touches on the particular question of names for God only in 
passing (see 18 n. 7). 
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a central role in this development was played by the youngest of 
the Cappadocians. 

Yet beyond its strictly historical importance for Patristic 
theology regarding this doctrine, Gregory of Nyssa's conception 
of the relationship between the incomprehensibility of God and 
our names for God is especially rich, containing important 
insights for the contemporary discussion of God-language. On the 
one hand, his strong affirmation of the incomprehensibility of 
God brings into sharp relief our dependence upon divine 
revelation for teaching us what we could not otherwise learn. The 
names for God that have been given to us by divine revelation are 
not adequate, but they are nevertheless indispensable for our 
initiation into the divine mystery. On the other hand, however, 
because Gregory understands the function of the revealed names 
in the context of human perfection as consisting in perpetual 
progress in participation in the life of God, these names cannot 
be a source of a fideistic self-satisfaction. Receipt of divine 
revelation does not mean that the quest has ended, for the divine 
pedagogy that brings us names for God also embarks us on a 
never-ending pursuit of God. There is no point at which we can 
stop, satisfied with our knowledge of God. 

An investigation of Gregory's understanding of the role and 
function of the Church's names for God will not answer all of the 
issues in the contemporary discussion, but it will provide 
important insights as to how the discussion should be framed in 
terms of a theology of revelation. 

I. THE DIVINE TRANSCENDENCE AND NAMES FOR GOD 

For Gregory, the radical distinction between created and 
uncreated being is a central theological truth. "The ultimate 
division of all that exists is made by the line between 'created' and 
'uncreated,' the one being regarded as a cause of what has come 
into being, the other as coming into being thereby."3 Because of 

3 Contra Eunomium III, 6, 66 (Gregorii Nysseni Opera [GN0] 2:209; Patrologia Graeca 
[PG] 45:793C; English translation by M. Day, W. Moore, H. C. Ogle, and H. A. Wilson, in 
Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, [NPNF], series two, 5:209). 
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this gulf, it is impossible for the same terms to refer to both 
Creator and creature adequately. 

Now the created nature and the Divine essence being thus divided, and 
admitting no intermixture in respect of their distinguishing properties, we must 
by no means conceive both by means of similar terms, nor seek in the idea of 
their nature for the same distinguishing marks things that are thus separated.4 

For Gregory all language about God must be understood within 
the context of the chasm between created being and uncreated 
being. 

A) The Diastematic vs. the Adiastematic 

A crucial way in which Gregory describes this gulf is by means 
of a distinction between the diastematic and the adiastematic. 
According to Gregory, it is integral to created being to be 
dispersed or extended in space and time. Created nature is thus 
diastematic, for it is characterized by &tacrT1iµa, "interval" or 
"space."5 The diastematic has a delimited, discrete extension in 
space and time; it has points of beginning and end. The 
diastematic is also necessarily characterized by change and 
movement within the intervals. As T. Paul Verghese explains it: 

All creation is in movement-and all creation is O!aaTT1µa, as a journey from 
one point to another, ordered and sequential, a 
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but by a process of internal change-Tpontj, like a flame which looks constant, 
but is never the same in two subsequent moments.7 

The divine essence, on the other hand, is TO a8Lammov, the 
adiastematic, for it is beyond any possible limits of space and 
time; it has neither extension, nor movement, nor change. 

[W]ide and insurmountable is the interval that divides and fences off uncreated 
nature from created nature. The latter is limited, the former is not. The latter 
is confined within its own boundaries according to the pleasure of its Maker. 
The former is bounded only by infinity. The latter stretches itself out within 
certain degrees of extension [01aaniµanKtjnv1 naproaan auµnapi:KTdvnai], 
limited by time and space; the former transcends all notion of degree [nifoav 
01amtjµaTOc; (vvoiav], baffling curiosity from every point of view. 8 

The human mind searches for the boundaries, for the limits that 
give things in our world a discernible contour, but that which is 
a8Lammov has none, and thus has no perceptible shape. 

No form, no place, no size, no reckoning of time, or anything else knowable, 
is there: and so it is inevitable that our apprehensive faculty, seeking as it does 
always some object to grasp, must fall back from any side of this 
incomprehensible existence, and seek in the ages and in the creation which they 
hold its kindred and congenial sphere.9 

The divine essence thus remains definitively outside the grasp 
of the human intellect. The existence of the ontological gulf 
between creature and creator, manifest in the fact that God is 
infinite and we are finite, poses what is ultimately an insuperable 
barrier to knowledge of the Divine essence. 10 A finite creature can 
know only that which is likewise finite. 

7 T. Paul Verghese, "t.lAITHMA and t.IAIT AIII in Gregory of Nyssa: Introduction to 
a Concept and the Posing of a Problem," in Heinrich Dorrie, Margarete Altenburger, and Uta 
Schramm, eds., Gregor von Nyssa und die Philosophie, Zweites Internationales Kolloquium 
iiber Gregor von Nyssa, Sept. 1972 [Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976], 251). Cf. Robert S. Brightman, 
"Apophatic Theology and Divine Infinity in St. Gregory of Nyssa," Greek Orthodox 
Theological Review 18 (1973): 102-6. 

8 Contra Eun. II, 69-70 (GNO 1:246; PG 45:933A; NPNF 5:257). 
9 Contra Eun. I, 369 (GNO 1:136; PG 45:365D; NPNF 5:69). 
10 Brightman argues that for Gregory the idea of the incomprehensibility of God is prior 

to the idea of God's infinity (" Apophatic Theology and Divine Infinity in St. Gregory of 
Nyssa," 109). 
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Consequently, no name that expresses finite creaturely thought 
is adequate to express the divine essence. Here is the core of 
Gregory's dispute with the Neo-Arian Eunomius. Eunomius 
asserted that the essence of God can be known, and that this 
knowledge is expressed by the term ciy£vvT]TOc;, "ungenerate." For 
Eunomius, ciy£vvT]TOc; stands as the true definition of God. 
Eunomius's rationalistic theology is based on a theory of language 
according to which names designate essences. 

We do not understand his [the Son's] essence to be one thing and the meaning 
of the word which designates it to be something else. Rather, we take it that 
his substance is the very same as that which is signified by his name, granted 
that the designation applies properly to the essence. We assert, therefore, that 
this essence was begotten-not having been in existence prior to its own 
coming to be-and that it exists, having been begotten before all things by the 
will of its God and Father. 11 

Against this, Gregory will argue that such an understanding of 
our names for God ignores the utter transcendence of God with 
regard to created nature. 

We ... following the suggestions of Holy Scripture, have learned that His 
nature cannot be named and is ineffable. We say that every name, whether 
invented by human custom or handed down by the Scriptures, is indicative of 
our conceptions of the divine nature, but does not signify what that nature is 
in itself. 12 

The tidy syllogism "God is ungenerate; the Son is generate; 
therefore the Son is not God" does not apply if the names such as 
Father and Son, or Ungenerate and Generate, do not express the 
very essence of God. 

11 Eunomius,Apology 12, in Eunomius: The Extant Works, trans. Richard Paul Vaggione 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 49. "[S]ince the names are different, the essences are 
different as well .... the designations in fact indicate the very essences" (Apology 18 [p. 57]). 

12 AdAblabium: Quad non sint tres dei (GNO IIV1:42-43; English translation by Cyril C. 
Richardson, "To Ablabius: That We Should Not Think of Saying That There Are Three 
Gods," in Edward R. Hardy, ed., Christology of the Later Fathers, Library of Christian 
Classics, vol. 3 [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1954], 259). 
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B) Knowledge of Essence vs. Knowledge of Operation 

The question arises at this point: What do our names of God 
provide us if they do not express the essence of God? 

To begin with, Gregory makes a distinction between those that 
can be applied "absolutely" and those that express a relation. 
Some names can be applied to God without reference to another; 
they are applied "absolutely, i.e., simply as they are, and no more: 
viz., 'imperishable,' 'everlasting,' 'immortal,' and so on. Each of 
these, without our bringing in another thought, contains in itself 
a complete thought about the Deity."13 Other names express a 
relation in which God is one term, rather than anything that is in 
God or that applies to God directly; "thus, Helper, Champion, 
Rescuer, and other words of that meaning; if you remove thence 
the idea of one in need of the help, all the force expressed by the 
word is gone."14 

The question here is how Gregory can say that the first class 
of names can be applied absolutely to God without saying that 
these names refer to God's essence. 

Part of the answer is that many of the names that refer to God 
involve negation. Indeed, the first examples Gregory gives of 
names that can be applied "absolutely" to God are all negative 
names-"imperishable," "everlasting," "immortal." Yet this is 
only part of the answer, for there are other names that neither 
contain the idea of negation nor directly involve the idea of 
relation, such as "good" and "wise." 

The ultimate answer is that for Gregory such names express 
not our knowledge of the divine essence itself, but our knowledge 
of the divine operations or works, £v£pynat. The names of God 
found in Scripture and used by the Church refer to the divine 

13 Contra Eun. I, 570-71(GNO1:191; PG 45:428A; NPNF 5:88). 
14 Contra Eun. I, 571 (GNO 1:191; PG 45:428A; NPNF 5:88). Elsewhere, Gregory 

explains that the one class refers to the "transcendent power of God," while the other class 
refers to the "operations of the Divine loving-kindness in the creation"; for example, 
"immortal" applies to the "transcendent power of God," while "almighty" implies a relation 
to the creation over which God is almighty (Contra Eun. II, 124-25 .[GNO 1:365; PG 
45:524A; NPNF 5:119]). 
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operations or tv£pyElat, notto God's unknowable essence. 15 God 
"is named, by those who call upon Him, not what He is 
essentially (for the nature of Him Who alone is is unspeakable), 
but He receives His appellations from what are believed to be His 
operations in regard to our life."16 This applies even to the name 
"God," which also refers to an tv£pyEla and its relation to us. In 
his letter to Ablabius, "That There Are Not Three Gods," Gregory 
suggests that the word enS<; is derived from the same root as the 
verb "to behold," 9Eaa9m. 17 We find the same idea in the 
writings against Eunomius. "When we speak of Him as God, we 
so call Him from regarding Him as overlooking and surveying all 
things, and seeing through the things that are hidden. "18 

For Gregory, while we cannot know God's essence, we can 
know as much about God as can be known from his tv£pyElat, 
his works or operations; "the human mind can speak only so 
much in respect of God as its capacity, instructed by His works 
[tv£pyElat], will allow."19 These works or operations reveal to us 
many aspects of God, though the essence itself remains in­
effable. 20 Similarly, our knowledge of the three persons of the 
Trinity as Father, Son, and Spirit reflects our knowledge of the 
relationship of causality among the three, but no knowledge of 
the divine essence. Arguing against Eunomius that the fact that we 

15 There is a special class of names that refer neither to the divine essence nor to the divine 
operations: the names that refer to the persons of the Trinity, Father, Son, and Spirit. These 
names do not designate operations, for the divine operations are common to the three 
persons. Rather, they refer to the relations of causality among the three persons. At the same 
time, to say that God is Father, Son, and Spirit does not provide a definition of the divine 
essence (in contrast to Eunomius's understanding of the name "ungenerate"). 

16 Contra Eun. II, 149 (GNO 1:268; PG 45:960C; NPNF 5:265). 
17 Ad Ablabium (GNO III/1:44-45; Christology of the Later Fathers, 260). 
18 Contra Eun. II, 149-50 (GNO 1:268-69; PG 45:960C; NPNF 5:265). 
19 Contra Eun. II, 154 (GNO 1:270; PG 45:961B; NPNF 5:265). 
20 A related distinction used by Gregory is that between knowledge of essence and 

knowledge of "attributes": "For every name which you may use is an attribute of the Being 
[n£p [ TO ov ], but is not the Being,- 'good,' 'ungenerate,' 'incorruptible,'- but to each of 
these 'is' does not fail to be supplied ... Any one, then, who undertakes to give the account 
of this good Being, of this ungenerate Being, as He is, would speak in vain, if he rehearsed the 
attributes contemplated in Him [Td: lm8£wpouµ£va], and were silent as to that essence which 
he undertakes by his words to explain" (Contra Eun. III, 60 [GNO 2:182; PG 45:764A; 
NPNF 5:198-99]). 
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know that the Father is ungenerate and that the Son is generated 
by the Father does not give us a definition of the divine essence, 
Gregory points out that "the question of what exists is one thing: 
the manner of its existence is another [aAAO<; oov o mu ·Tl fon 
Kai a/ilia<; o nw<; fon /ioyo<;]. To say that something exists 
without generation explains the mode of its existence. But what 
it is is not made evident by the expression."21 We can know 
something of how God exists, but we cannot define what that 
existence is itself. 

C) A Multiplicity of Names 

One consequence of the fact that even the best of our names 
for God only apply to the divine operations and not to the divine 
essence is the possibility and, indeed, the necessity of using a 
multiplicity of names for God. In contrast to Eunomius, who held 
that there is one proper name for God (because dytvvrirn<; 
defines the divine essence), Gregory argues that, since our names 
never designate the divine essence, we can use many names of 
God in order to express the various characteristics that we able to 
discern from God's £v£pyELat. 

Now, seeing that we mark with an appellation only those things which we 
know, and those things which are above our knowledge it is not possible to 
seize by any distinctive terms (for how can one put a mark upon a thing we 
know nothing about?), therefore, because in such cases there is no appropriate 
term to be found to mark the subject adequately, we are compelled by many 
and differing names, as there may be opportunity, to divulge our surmises as 
they arise within us with regard to the Deity. 22 

Indeed, the plurality of names expressing various characteristics 
helps us to gain a better understanding of that which we can 
never fully grasp. 

21 Ad Ablabium (GNO III/1:56; Christology of the Later Fathers, 266). See Contra Eun. 
III, 60: "the definition of 'Being' is one thing, and that of 'being in some particular way' is 
another (aJ.Jioc; 8£ TOU dvm, Kai aJ.J.oc; TOU nwc; dvm 0 Aciyoc;]" (GNO 2:182; PG 
45:764A-B; NPNF 5:199). 

22 Contra Eun. II, 577-78 (GNO 1:394-95; PG 45:1104C-D; NPNF 5:308). 
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For whereas no suitable word has been found to express the Divine nature, we 
address God by many names, each by some distinctive touch adding something 
fresh to our notions respecting Him-thus seeking by variety of nomenclature 
to gain some glimmerings for the comprehension of what we seek. 23 . 

While the divine essence is simple and unitary, we can never grasp 
this essence as it is in itself; therefore, the human mind, "in its 
inability to behold clearly the object of its search, feels after the 
unutterable Being in divers and many-sided ways, and never 
chases the mystery in light of one idea alone. "24 

According to Gregory, the various names all work together 
harmoniously to provide a less-obscure picture of God. In this 
way, the unity of the divine nature is reflected in the various 
names. For it is "not that we split up the subject of such attributes 
along with them, but believing that this thing we think of, 
whatever it be in substance, is One, we still conceive that it has 
something in common with all these ideas. "25 The multiple names 
all refer to the same existence. There is a harmony within the 
diversity of the various names. 

Every name of God, every sublime conception of Him, every utterance or idea 
that harmonizes with our general ideas with regard to Him, is linked in closest 
union with its fellow; all such conceptions are massed together in our 
understanding into one collective and compact whole; namely, His Fatherhood, 
and Ungeneracy, and Power, and Imperishability, and Goodness, and 
Authority, and everything else. 26 

No one name can be given priority over the other names as if it 
and it alone truly expressed the divine essence, for no name can. 
Each name rather adds a partial glimpse. 

II. THE DIVINE PEDAGOGY 

So far we have been investigating the question of how our 
names apply (and do not apply) to God. This investigation would 
be incomplete, however, if we did not press further and ask why 

23 Contra Eun. II, 145-46 (GNO 1:267; PG 45:9570; NPNF 5:264). 
24 Contra Eun. II, 475-76 (GNO 1:365; PG 45:1069B; NPNF 5:298). 
25 Contra Eun. II, 477-78 (GNO 1:365; PG 45:1069C; NPNF 5:298). 
26 Contra Eun. I, 588-89 (GNO 1:196; PG 45:432C-D; NPNF 5:90). 
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we have these names for God in first place, in terms of both their 
origin and their purp_ose. 

A) The Divine Condescension and the Gift of Revelation' 

When Gregory speaks of the names for God, for the most part 
he has in mind the names that have come to us through Scripture 
and the lived tradition of the Church. Saint Thomas, on the other 
hand, will be very careful to distinguish between names for God 
that can only have their origin in divine revelation (such as those 
that apply to the three persons), and other terms (such as "good" 
or "simple") that are at least theoretically within the grasp of the 
human intellect without any extraordinary aid of grace. There are 
points in Gregory's writings that suggest an implicit distinction 
between natural knowledge of God and revealed knowledge, such 
as when he explains that God's existence, though not what God 
is, is apparent to the Christian "both from what he has learnt 
from the sacred writers, and from the harmony of things which 
do appear, and from the works of Providence."27 Gregory does 
not develop this distinction, however, and prefers rather to speak 
of the gift quality of all our knowledge of God, focusing 
particularly on what has been revealed to us in Scripture. 

This gift aspect of our names for God is very important, for in 
Gregory's theology one cannot understand the meaning of our 
names for God without recognizing both that the Church's names 
for God are divine gifts and that they are given to us to teach us 
what we could otherwise never learn. As finite, diastematic 
creatures we cannot attain to God on our own. God, however, 
can condescend to come to us and reveal to us as much as we are 
capable of understanding. For Gregory, this is a key principle of 
our knowledge of God. Out of love, God condescends to bring us 
into communion with him, a condescension whose primary 

27 Contra Eun. IT, 98 (GNO 1:255; PG 45:944B; NPNF 5:260). See De Beatitudinibus, 
sermon 6 (PG 44:1268D-1269B; English translation by Herbert Musurillo, S.J., in From 
Glory to Glory: Texts from Gregory of Nyssa's Mystical Writings [Crestwood, N.Y.: St. 
Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1995], 99-100). 
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expression is in the person of Jesus Christ.28 God thus reveals to 
us what we could not know ourselves, m a way that we can 
understand. 

Since that which is by nature finite cannot rise above its prescribed limits, or 
lay hold of the superior nature of the Most High, on this account He, bringing 
His power, so full of love for humanity, down to the level of human weakness, 
so far as it was possible for us to receive it, bestowed on us this helpful gift of 
grace.29 

This is the background for all the teaching about God and all the 
names of God found in Scripture. God comes to us on our level. 

This accommodation on the part of God is clearly seen in the 
less-exalted expressions, such as the corporeal depictions of God, 
for in this way the Holy Spirit, 

in delivering to us the Divine mysteries, conveys its instruction on those 
matters which transcend language by means of what is within our capacity, as 
it does also constantly elsewhere, when it portrays the divinity in bodily terms 
making mention, in speaking concerning God, of His eye, His eyelids, His ear, 
His fingers, His hand, His right hand, His arm, His feet, His shoes, and the 
like-none of which things is apprehended to belong in its primary sense to the 
Divine Nature-but turning its teaching to what we can easily perceive, it 
describes by terms well worn in human use, facts that are beyond every name, 
while by each of the terms employed concerning God we are led analogically 
to some more exalted conception [ava>.oy1Kw<; r')vwv 81' £Kamou Twv TIEpi 
0rnu AEyouµevwv 11p6<; Tl Va avayoµevwv Ulj>T]AOTepav u116voiav].30 

The crucial qualification is that the names employed by the Holy 
Spirit are adequate for us and for our education. While they apply 
only to the works or operations of God and not to the divine 
essence itself, these names teach us as much as we are capable of 
understanding, and as much as we need to know, for "when we 
have learnt that of which we are capable, we stand in no need of 

28 "Versagt vor dem iiberbegrifflichen Leben giittlicher Uberwel tlichkeit auch all unser 
gegenstandlich denkendes Erkennen und alles Gott-Begreifen-Wollen, so eriiffnet sich uns in 
der gnadenhaften Seins- und Lebensgemeinschaft mit dem menschgewordenen Wort <loch 
eine Moglichkeit, die Grenzen reiner Endlichkeit zu durchbrechen und mit dem Geheimnis 
innergiittlicher Liebe, wie es in sich ist, unmittelbar in Verbindung zu treten" (Lieske, "Die 
Theologie der Christusmystik Gregors von Nyssa," 165). 

29 Contra Eun. II, 418-19 (GNO 1:348; PG 45:1049C; NPNF 5:292). 
3° Contra Eun. III, 32 (GNO 2:197; PG 45:780D-81A; NPNF 5:204). 
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the knowledge beyond our capacity, as we have in the profession 
of faith in the doctrine delivered to us what suffices for our 
salvation."31 Inadequate to the. divine essence, such names are 
sufficient to draw us deeper into the knowledge and love' of God. 
"Reason [8ta Twv >.oytcrµwv] supplies us with but a dim and 
imperfect comprehension of the Divine nature; nevertheless, the 
knowledge that we gather from the terms which piety allows us 
to apply to it is sufficient for our limited capacity."32 While 
Gregory does· not deny that the names are analogical, for him 
their primary importance comes from the fact that they are 
anagogical and mystagogical: by the names we are led higher and 
deeper into the mystery of God. 

Because he recognizes the condescension on the part of God 
in this pedagogy, Gregory compels us to acknowledge the extent 
to which we are dependent upon divine revelation.33 We are able 
to learn something of the unknowable God because this God 
comes to us. What are the consequences of this dependence on 
revelation for the use of language about God in the Church? 

While this dependence will obviously place some limits on the 
language to be used for God, it is not sufficient to say that the 
Church will use the names for God given in Scripture, for one 
must always ask: Which names? In what contexts? Obviously 
there are some contexts within the life of the Church-for 
example, hymns, poems, or theological treatises-where there is 
a good deal of freedom to employ the many names of God found 
in Scripture and also to devise new ways of speaking about God 
that are themselves informed by the revelation given in Scripture. 
The question becomes more urgent when one turns to central 
aspects of the life of the Church such as the baptismal rite or the 
Creed. 

31 Refutatio Confessionis Eunomii 17 (GNO 2:319; PG 45:473C; NPNF 5:103). 
32 Contra Eun. II, 130-31(GNO1:263; PG 45:953B; NPNF 5:263). 
33 Gregory was not alone in drawing this conclusion from the fact of the 

incomprehensibility of God. Cf. Dionysius the Areopagite, On the Divine Names I, 1: "We 
must not then dare to speak, or indeed to form any conception, Qf the hidden super-essential 
Godhead, except those things that are revealed to us from the Holy Scriptures" (trans. C. E. 
Rolt [Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1920; reprint: Kila, Mont.: Kessinger Publishing Company], 
51). See Seeley J. Beggiani, "Theology at the Service of Mysticism: Method in 
Pseudo-Dionysius," Theological Studies 57 (1996): 214-16. 
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Here we must recognize that Gregory did not envision the 
question that is so crucial to the contemporary debate about 
God-language, the question of ideological distortion in the 
Church's tradition resulting from social and political power 
relations. The task of discernment on this question has been left 
to us. Yet Gregory's understanding of revelation does set certain 
parameters as to the particular questions that may be posed 
legitimately. For example, given that the language referring to the 
Trinitarian God as "Father," "Son," and "Spirit" is central to the 
divine revelation, deriving from the preaching of Jesus himself 
and of those who were the first witnesses to him, these names 
cannot be replaced wholesale by different language. 

For Gregory, not all the names for God given in Scripture are 
of the same importance. This was implicit in the fact that his 
debate with Eunomius centered on the crucial terms "Father" and 
"Son of God" rather than other Scriptural terms for God such as 
"rock" or "warrior." The Church as a whole was caught up for 
many years in the same debate. Moreover, Gregory will say 
explicitly that divine revelation itself informs us that the names 
for the Trinity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, are to be our 
primary names for God, names for which we are not permitted to 
substitute other names of our own choosing, even if these be 
scriptural names. The Arians, such as Eunomius, do not pay 
proper respect to divine revelation when they give preference to 
their own names for God. 

We say that it is a terrible and soul-destroying thing to misinterpret these 
Divine utterances and to devise in their stead assertions to subvert 
them-assertions pretending to correct God the Word, Who appointed that we 
should maintain these statements as part of our faith. For each of these titles 
understood in its natural sense becomes for Christians a rule of truth and a law 
of piety. For while there are many other names by which Deity is indicated in 
the Historical Books, in the Prophets and in the Law, our Master Christ passes 
by all these and commits to us these titles as better able to bring us to the faith 
about the Self-Existent, declaring that it suffices us to cling to the title, "Father, 
Son, and Holy Ghost," in order to attain to the apprehension of Him Who is 
absolutely Existent, Who is one and yet not one. 34 

34 Refutatio confessionis Eunomii 17 (GNO 2:314; PG 45 :468D-469A; NPNF 5: 102). 
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What is crucial for Gregory is the divine pedagogy. The 
Church must remain faithful to the divine revelation if it is to 
remain within the divine pedagogy. If, as Gregory insists, the 
knowledge we have of God we have only because of' divine 
revelation, we have no independent standpoint from which to 
make a judgment about the names that have been given to us. In 
this sense, there are certain names that are irreplaceable because 
we are not in a position to choose substitutes for them, for this 
would be presuming "to correct God the Word." 

One might ask how it is determined that certain names are 
central to the divine revelation and others are not. For Gregory, 
this is learned from a correct understanding of the Scriptures, 
which in turn brings out another aspect of the divine pedagogy, 
the working of the Holy Spirit in the Church not only in the 
inspiration of the Scriptures but also in the enlightening of the 
Church as a body in receiving the truth of the faith that has been 
passed down from the Apostles and that has been revealed in 
Scripture. One cannot grasp the meaning of the Scriptures 
without the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit in the hearts and minds of the members of the Church 
is crucial, for Gregory makes it clear that it is through the 
indwelling of the Spirit that the Church is united to Christ and 
partakes of the innertrinitarian life. 35 In his Commentary on the 
Canticle, Gregory brings out the unifying and glorifying role of 
the Spirit, with reference to the Gospel of John: 

"That they all may be one," He says, "as Thou, Father, in me, and I in Thee; 
that they also may be one in us" Uohn 17:21). Now the bond of this unity is 
glory Uohn 17:22), and no one, who would seriously consider the Lord's 
words, would deny that this glory is the Holy Spirit. For He says: "The glory 
which thou hast given me, I have given to them" Uohn 17:22). Actually He 
gave His disciples this glory when He said to them: "Receive ye the Holy 
Ghost" Uohn 20:22). And He Himself received this glory when He put on 
human nature, though He had indeed always possessed it since before the 
beginning of the world. And now that His human nature has been glorified by 

35 Lieske stresses this theme ("Die Theologie der Christusmystik Gregors von Nyssa," 
84-93). 
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the Spirit, this participation in the glory of the Spirit is communicated to all 
who are united with Him, beginning with His disciples. 36 

It is this indwelling of the Spirit in the Church that will.enable 
the Church to undertake the discernment necessary to answer the 
current questions about appropriate language for God. 37 

B) Never-ending Progress and the Pursuit of God 

If we pursue further the function of the Church's names for 
God, however, we shall find more radical consequences of 
Gregory's position. The question remains: If the names are not 
really adequate to God and do not express the divine essence, 
how can they be said to be truly sufficient for us? To put it in a 
different way, we are drawn to God as the source of all goodness. 
Indeed, the more one approaches God, the more one's longing is 
inflamed. Must we be satisfied with never knowing the essence of 
God? 

On the one hand, the answer is yes, for Gregory asserts that 
the highest knowledge of God attainable is the recognition that 
God is unknowable. In this sense the best way of speaking about 
God is silence, a silence that corresponds to the divine darkness. 38 

The highest knowledge of God that we can attain, paradoxically 
enough, is the realization that the essence of God escapes our 
comprehension, that the divine essence is only vaguely indicated 
by all that we can learn. This realization marks the height of 
Abraham's progress in the knowledge of God: 

36 In Cant. 15 (PG 44: 1117 A-B; From Glory to Glory, 286-87); see In Illud: TW:C et Ipse 
Filius (PG 44: 1320C-D). 

37 Verna E. F. Harrison notes that there are instances where Gregory draws on Scripture 
for feminine names for the persons of the Trinity, but points out that for him the language 
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit must remain in the position of primacy because of the 
authority of divine revelation ("Gender, Generation, and Virginity in Cappadocian 
Theology," Journal of Theological Studies, n.s., 47 [1996]: 41). It must be added here that 
Gregory was not facing the question of feminine language in the form in which it is currently 
faced by the Church. For a discussion of the Cappadocian understanding of the relationship 
between male and female, see Harrison, "Male and Female in Cappadocian Theology," 
Journal of Theological Studies, n.s., 41 (1990): 441-71. 

38 Volker points out that "dieses Schweigen is kein Verstummen aus Verlegenheit, sondern 
entspringt dem Gefiihl eines iibergrogen Besitzes" (Gregor van Nyssa als Mystiker, 201). 
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when he had gone beyond every conjecture respecting the divine nature which 
is suggested by any name amongst all our conceptions of God, having purged 
his reason of all such fancies, and arrived at a faith unalloyed and free from all 
prejudice, he made this a sure and manifest token of the knowledge of God, 
viz. the belief that He is greater and more sublime than any token by which He 
may be known. 39 

For Gregory, therefore, the recognition of the unknowability of 
God is not so much a presupposition or starting point as the 
culmination of the search for God. There are two moments, a 
kataphatic and an apophatic, with the kataphatic always leading 
up to the apophatic (without being left behind entirely). As 
Gregory explains in The Li( e of Moses, after climbing the 
mountain of the knowledge of God, Moses entered the darkness 
and there found God. 

Scripture teaches by this that religious knowledge comes at first to those who 
receive it as light. Therefore what is perceived to be contrary to religion is 
darkness, and the escape from darkness comes about when one participates in 
light. But as the mind progresses and, through an ever greater and more perfect 
diligence, comes to apprehend reality, as it approaches more nearly to 
contemplation, it sees more clearly what of the divine nature is 
uncontemplated.40 

This is not a plain ignorance, but a learned ignorance, for one 
knows that one does not know. Still, the more one comes to 
know God, the more one realizes how little we know positively 
of God, for one comes to see more clearly God's infinity and 
transcendence. 

On the other hand, the answer is no, for we are never satisfied 
as if we could desire no more. The key here is that it is possible 
to progress into the mystery of God infinitely, so that our desire 
is neither frustrated nor sated. For Gregory this initiation by the 
Holy Spirit into the mystery of God is not a process that simply 
comes to an end with our recognition of the incomprehensibility 

39 Contra Eun. II, 89 (GNO 1:253; PG 45:941A; NPNF 5:259). 
40 De Vita Moysis II, 162 (English translation, The Life of Moses, trans. and ed. Everett 

Ferguson and Abraham J. Malherbe [New York: Paulist Press, 1978]; La Vie de Moise, ou 
Traite de la perfection en matiere de vertu, introduction, texte critique et ,traduction de Jean 
Danielou, S.J., 3d ed. [Paris: Cerf, 1968]). 
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of God. On the one hand, real progress appears impossible in that 
the ineffable divine essence will always remain beyond our grasp. 
On the other hand, we can move forward because through the 
Holy Spirit in union with Jesus Christ41 we can participate ever 
more fully in the divine goodness and be ever more perfectly 
assimilated to the divine likeness. There are thus two sides to the 
infinity of God. It means both that God is ultimately 
incomprehensible, and that there is no end to our progressive 
initiation into the mystery of God. Thus it is not that we know 
simply nothing of God, but rather that there is always more to be 
known. 

The First Good is in its nature infinite, and so it follows of necessity that the 
participation in the enjoyment of it will be infinite also, for more will be always 
being grasped, and yet something beyond that which has been grasped will 
always be discovered, and this search will never overtake its Object, because its 
fund is as inexhaustible as the growth of that which participates in it is 
ceaseless. 42 

The finite can approach the infinite by an infinite progression. 
Indeed, if we are to be like God, somehow there must be an 

infinity in us to correspond to the infinity of God. 43 Our infinity 
lies in our progress in participation in God's goodness. The 

41 Brian E. Daley, S.J., points to the central importance of Jesus Christ for Gregory as the 
foundation of all mystical knowledge of God and all participation in the life of God: "What 
is new in his approach to this unitive 'knowledge' of the transcendent Mystery is the clarity 
with which he rests it on the paradox of Christ's own person as the place where the Mystery 
has come palpably near and where the absorption into God of all that is knowably human has 
already begun. As Gregory peers into the divine darkness, it is for him of paramount 
significance that his feet are firmly planted on the rock which is Christ" ('"Bright Darkness' 
and Christian Transformation: Gregory on the Dynamics of Mystical Union," in Michael J. 
Himes and Stephen J. Pope, eds., Finding God in All Things: Essays in Honor of Michael]. 
Buckley [New York: Crossroad, 1996], 225-26). 

42 Contra Eun. I, 291 (GNO 1:112; PG 45:340D; NPNF 5:62). 
43 "Here mutability is not simply the mark of man's fallen state, whether this be viewed 

from a Plotinian or a Christian perspective. Rather, mutability is a fundamental condition for 
man's unlimited assimilation to his archetype. It is only as a moving image of infinity that man 
can be infinity humanly contracted, or infinite in a human way" (Donald F. Duclow, 
"Gregory of Nyssa and Nicholas of Cusa: Infinity, Anthropology and the Via Negativa," 
Downside Review 92 [1974]: 106). See Jean Danielou, Platonisme et Theologie Mystique: 
Doctrine Spirituelle de Saint Gregoire de Nysse (Paris: Aubier, 1944 ), 299; Balthasar, Presence 
and Thought, 103. 
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diastematic imitates the adiastematic by an infinite becoming. It 
is by this never-ending progress that Gregory helps to explain 
how there can be assimilation of the human to the divine and 
communion of divine and human while preserving God's absolute 
transcendence. Perfection for the human person is not a static, 
completed condition, but a never-ending progress. "For this is 
truly perfection: never to stop growing towards what is better and 
never placing any. limit on perfection."44 For Gregory, such an 
endless progression in knowledge and love of God is our ultimate 
blessedness. As he puts it in The Life of Moses: 

This truly is the vision of God: never to be satisfied in the desire to see him. 
But one must always, by looking at what he can see, rekindle his desire to see 
more. Thus, no limit would interrupt growth in the ascent to God, since no 
limit to the Good can be found nor is the increasing of desire for the Good 
brought to an end because it is satisfied. 45 

Gregory's image of ultimate human blessedness does not have 
at its core the idea of a vision, at least not in the precise sense of 
a grasp of the divine essence by the human intellect, as in 
Thomas's conception. Or perhaps one should say that Gregory 
has a singular understanding of what constitutes the vision of 
God. Everett Ferguson has pointed out that "one of Gregory's 
profoundest insights is that the vision of God consists in 
following God. "46 Referring to Exodus 30, Gregory explains that 
although Moses desired a direct vision of God, he was told that 
this was impossible, for "no one can look on my face and live." 
Instead, Moses is taught that his real task is to follow God who 
is his guide on the way. "To follow God wherever he might lead 
is to behold God."47 In fact, Gregory points out that to face one's 
guide requires one to be pointed in a direction opposite to that of 
the guide. "Therefore, [God] says to the one who is led, My face 

44 De Perfectione (PG 46, 285C; English translation by Virginia Woods Callahan, in Saint 
Gregory o(Nyssa: Ascetical Works [Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 1967], 122). Cf. De Vita Moysis I, 10: "the very perfection of human nature consists 
perhaps in its very growth in goodness." 

45 De Vita Moysis II, 239. 
46 Everett Ferguson, "God's Infinity and Man's Mutability: Perpetual Progress according 

to Gregory of Nyssa," Greek Orthodox Theological Review 18 (1973): 63. 
47 De Vita Moysis II, 252. 
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is not to be seen, that is, 'Do not face your guide.' If he does so, 
his course will certainly be in the opposite direction, for good 
does not look good in the face, but follows it.''48 Here we see that 
for Gregory the idea of movement is crucial. The key 'is to be 
moving in the right direction, toward God. Not relying on the 
image of a vision to describe human perfection and ultimate 
human blessedness, Gregory instead offers the image of a pursuit, 
a movement toward the good that one desires. 

Thomas speaks of the essence of beatitude as consisting in an 
act of the intellect; the act of the will in love provides for the 
movement toward the end, but the end itself is the intellect's 
possessing a vision of the divine essence through its immediate 
information by that essence. 49 Our deification is thus rooted in 
our intellect's conformity to the divine essence. For Gregory, on 
the other hand, there is no final possession of its desired object on 
the part of the intellect. Thus the pursuit of the good is itself the 
end and loving occupies the central position instead of knowing. 
We pursue God out of love; in following God we participate 
more fully in the divine life; the more fully we enter into the 
mystery of God the more our love for God is inflamed and the 
more ardently we pursue God. The progress in our love of God 
and our participation in the life of God is endless and infinite. 

For Gregory the progression that is made possible by divine 
revelation is more accurately described as a progression in 
participation in God than a progression in knowledge of God. 
Commenting on the sixth beatitude (Matt 5 :8), Gregory asserts: 
"The Lord does not say that it is blessed to know something 
about God, but rather to possess God in oneself. "50 One knows 
more about God in the sense that one becomes ever more 
assimilated to the divine archetype, and that one progresses 
deeper into the divine mystery by an ever-increasing desire for 
God. Our desire for God is our desire to be filled with the divine 
life. To desire the Good is ultimately to desire to participate in it, 
to become the Good. Speaking of Moses' desire to see the Lord 

48 De Vita Moysis II, 253. 
49 See Summa theologiae I, q. 12, a. 5; I-II, q. 3, a. 4; Suppl., q. 92, a. 1; Summa contra 

Gentiles III, c. 51. 
so De Beatitudinibus, Sermon 6 (PG 44: 1269C; From Glory to Glory, 100). 
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face to face as an example of the experience of "the soul that 
loves what is beautiful," Gregory explains: 

Hope always draws the soul from the beauty which is seen to what is' beyond, 
always kindles the desire for the hidden through what is constantly perceived. 
Therefore, the ardent lover of beauty, although receiving what is always visible 
as an image of what he desires, yet longs to be filled with the very stamp of the 
archetype. 51 

Our deification, our partlClpation in the life of God, is 
accomplished through our endless pursuit of God. 

While there is a sense in which we can progress in knowledge 
of God even having entered the divine darkness and having 
acknowledged the incomprehensibility of God, this does not 
mean that we would learn "more things about God," as if these 
were discrete insights that could be expressed in concepts. One 
does not mark one's progress by exchanging the names that have 
guided one so far for new and better names. The movement is not 
from name to name. Rather, the movement is within the names; 
we journey ever deeper into the mystery indicated by the names. 
In this way, the names have an infinite depth. 

Thus the names with which the Holy Spirit initiates our 
education provide for our entry into an infinite journey. They do 
not present us with a resting place, as if our search for God had 
reached some kind of plateau, the arduous exertions of the ascent 
being behind us. For Gregory, being faithful to the revelation that 
has been given does not entail a fideism that would be satisfied 
with a given knowledge of God as if this were a secure possession. 
Here is the radical aspect of Gregory's position. To receive the 
divine revelation is not to come into possession of an assortment 
of concepts, so that fidelity to the revelation would mean mere 
repetition of a concept or its expressed formulation. The 
knowledge of God provided by the gift of the divine names is a 
knowledge that must always be transcended by a movement ever 
deeper into the mystery. To enter into the divine pedagogy is to 
leave behind the static security of acquired knowledge for the 
perpetual motion of the infinite progression in knowledge and 

' 1 De Vita Moysis II, 231. 
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love of God, where the only security is precisely in the constant 
movement toward God. 

CONCLUSION: THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH'S NAMES FOR GOD 

In brief, Gregory urges us to hold fast to what has been 
revealed to us as a gift, always holding up the incomprehensibility 
of God as a reminder of our incapacity to name God adequately. 
At the same time he forbids us to be self-satisfied in the possession 
of God's revelation, for to possess the revelation of God means 
to be summoned on an endless journey into the mystery of God. 

On the one hand, since God is beyond our comprehension, we 
are dependent upon God's self-revelation. God reveals to us what 
we are capable of understanding, establishing a pedagogy that 
progressively initiates us into the divine mystery. No name is 
adequate to the divine essence, but some names must be 
recognized as less inadequate than others, in that the Holy Spirit 
uses them to teach us as much as we are capable of grasping. 
Furthermore, no name exhausts the divine essence; a multiplicity 
of names for God is used both in Scripture and in the life of the 
Church as a whole. In a sense, there is always room for more 
names, though one must add that no name created by human 
ingenuity can occupy the central position of those names revealed 
to the Church in Scripture and in the Church's lived tradition. 
Here it is important to see that conceding a special status to some 
names is not idolatry,52 as if this status implied an assertion of the 
essential adequacy. of the designated names. Rather, conceding 
this special status to certain names that have been given tQ the 
Church through the Scriptures and through the Church's lived 
tradition is an acknowledgment on the part of the Church of its 
dependence on divine revelation. If we are to enter into the 
divine pedagogy, we must make use of these names as 
indispensable starting points. 

52 Cf. Elizabeth A. Johnson, "The Incomprehensibility of God and the Image of God Male 
and Female," Theological Studies 45 (1984): 441-65; Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, "Feminist 
Spirituality, Christian Identity, and Catholic Vision," in Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow, 
eds., Womanspirit Rising (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979), 136-48; Gail Ramshaw 
Schmidt, "De Divinis Nominibus: The Gender of God," Worship 56 (1982): 117-31. 
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On the other hand, while we must recognize our dependence 
on the names given to us by God, the process itself served by the 
names requires a constant acknowledgment of the inadequacy of 
our understanding of God. The divine pedagogy insists on a 
perpetual obeisance before the incomprehensibility of God. There 
is no standing still. The names are not resting places, for they 
force one to keep moving forward. To stop is to turn away from 
God. We can never be satisfied with our knowledge of God. The 
self-satisfaction that underlies many forms of fideism has no place 
in the thought of St. Gregory of Nyssa. 

Finally, this understanding of the role of the divine names has 
significant implications for the understanding of the role of 
theology in the Church. For Gregory, just as the names for God 
given to the Church are not to be stored like possessions as theses 
in a manual, but rather provide a point of entry into an endless 
search for God, so the theology that is founded on these names 
is not to be closed in on itself and its concepts; instead, it must 
lead out beyond it-self and contribute toward the practical end of 
all Christian life, which is union with God. 
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S IR KARL POPPER once pronounced that every science, "as 
long as it used the Aristotelian method of definition, has 
remained arrested in a state of empty verbiage and barren 

scholasticism. "1 Standing as a verdict on the many generations of 
natural philosophers working under the influence of Aristotle, 
these words summarize the modern assessment of premodern 
science. Many historians of biology, having arrived at essentially 
the same conclusion, discount the contributions of ancient and 
medieval researchers. 2 One of the primary instances of such 
"empty verbiage and barren scholasticism," as it relates to 
biology, concerns teleological explanation. Indeed, if there is any 
one characteristic that is typical of Aristotelian biology, it is the 
prevalence of attempts to explain plant and animal morphology 
in terms of final causes. This was one of the reasons why Francis 
Bacon was so concerned to produce a new organon to replace 
what he, and so many since him, have taken to be, at best, a 

1 Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (London, 1952), 2:9. 
2 See, for example, T. Dobzhansky, Genetics of the Evolutionary Process (New York, 

1970), 351; D. Hull, "The Effect of Essentialism on Taxonomy-Two Thousand Years of 
Stasis," British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 40 (1965): 314-66, and41(1966):1-18. 
M. Caullery contrasts Aristotle, representing a mystical tendency in ancient science, to 
Democritus and Epicurus, representing a more modern outlook, in A History of Biology 
(New York, 1966), 4-6. Cf. E. Mayr, The Growth of Biological Thought: Diversity, 
Evolution, and Inheritance (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), 87-94, who provides a more 
sympathetic assessment of Aristotle's biology, though he still considers Aristotle's medieval 
followers to have introduced non-naturalistic forms of explanation into the discipline. 
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superseded scientific methodology or, at worst, an activity hardly 
worthy of the appellation "scientific". at all. 

Fortunately, historians and philosophers of science are 
beginning to reappraise Aristotelian biology and its teleological 
explanations. Where such explanations were once variously 
misunderstood as anthropomorphic and even mystical, 3 many 
recent Aristotle scholars have rightly stressed their naturalism.4 

More sympathetic readings of Aristotelian biology have noted 
that its founder attempted to steer the middle course between 
Platonic cosmic functionalism and Democritean reductive 
materialism, 5 and in so doing demonstrated a care in the 
application of teleological explanation which can be appreciated 
by the modern philosopher of science. While this cannot be said 
for all of Aristotle's ancient and medieval followers, it certainly 
can be said for the best and most influential biologists of the 
tradition. 6 Chief among these must be counted Albert the Great, 
whose thirteenth-century commentaries on Aristotle, as well as his 
own original zoological research, display a methodological con-

3 For example, Aristotle's teleology is essentially anthropomorphic, according to G. 
Simpson, This View of Life (New York, 1964), 100£. M. Ruse notes that Aristotle and his 
Christianized followers held biological teleology to be the result of a cosmic order by which 
causes somehow work backward out of the future in Philosophy of Biology Today (Albany, 
1988), 44. E. Mayr speaks of the "conscious directedness" of Aristotelian teleology in "Cause 
and Effect in Biology," in Cause and Effect, ed. D. Lerner (Glencoe, 1965), 39; cf. Mayr's 
more recent treatment in The Growth of Biological Thought, 87-91. 

4 See D. Balme, Aristotle's De partibus animalium I and De generatione animalium I, 
Clarendon Aristotle Series (Oxford, 1972); A. Gotthelf, "Aristotle's Conception of Final 
Causality," Review of Metaphysics 30 (1976): 226-54; W. Wieland, "The Problem of 
Teleology," in Articles on Aristotle, vol. 1: Science, ed. J. Barnes, et al. (London, 1977), 
141-60; M. Nussbaum, Aristotle's De motu animalium (Princeton, 1978), esp. 59-106; R. 
Sorabji, Necessity, Cause and Blame (London, 1980); and D. Balme, "Teleology and 
Necessity," in Philosophical Issues in Aristotle's Biology, ed. A. Gotthelf and J. Lennox 
(Cambridge, 1987), 275-85. 

5 On this contrast see A. Preus, Science and Philosophy in Aristotle's Biological Works, 
Studien und Materialien zur Geschichte der Philosophie, Kleine Reihe I (Hildesheim, 1975), 
183f. 

6 For example, J. Lennox, "Theophrastus on the Limits of Teleology," in Theophrastus 
of Eresus: On His Life and Work, ed. W. Fortenbaugh, P. Huby, and A. Long (New 
Brunswick, 1985), 143-63, argues that evidence from the commentaries of Theophrastus 
suggests a debate among the early Peripatetics about the proper scope and use of teleology 
in biology precisely where its use would depart from or obscure a purely naturalistic 
explanation. 
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cern for the natural causes of organic forms. 7 Albert, in fact, was 
critical of the Platonists who postulated that there exist forms that 
are not in matter. He insisted that all biological forms exist in 
matter and derive their potentiality for biological function from 
matter. 8 In developing Aristotle's philosophy of zoological 
method, Albert emphasized a naturalistic teleology derived from 
the observed morphology of animals and their material causes. It 
is arguable, in fact, that modern European biology owes its 
beginnings to Albert's careful expositions of Aristotle's zoological 
method. 9 

While appreciation for the naturalistic teleology of Aristotelian 
biological explanation is greater now than in the recent past, its 
similarities to methods of current biological research are only 
beginning to be appreciated. A case in point concerns a common 
explanatory strategy among Neo-Darwinians who attempt to 
understand adaptation in terms of optimal states. This strategy 
involves the construction of optimality models which provide 
designs or blueprints showing how a given organism would have 
to be structured to adapt to certain environments. Such an 
"engineering" model sets forth the optimal adaptive strategy of 
the organism in terms of its morphology or behavior for living 
and flourishing within a certain environmental niche on the basis 
of certain assumptions about the functional requirements of the 
organism in question. The model is compared with the actual 
structures found in nature, and, if the model mirrors nature 

7 Albert commented twice on Aristotle's zoological treatises: the first in a series of 
Quaestiones super De animalibus disputed at the Dominican studium at Cologne in 1258 and 
preserved for us in the reportatio of Conrad of Austria and published in Alberti Magni Opera 
Omnia (Munster, 1955), 12/3:281-309; the second, and more extensive, is the paraphrastic 
commentary accompanied by Albert's original researches and edited by H. Stadler as De 
animalibus libri XXVI, nach der Koiner Urschrift, for Beitriige zur Geschichte der Philosophie 
des Mittelalters (Munster, 1916 and 1920), Bd. 15: libri 1-12 and Bd. 16: libri 12-26. 

8 Albert, De animalibus XI, tr. 2, c. 4 (ed. Stadler 15:797.15-18). For Albert's general 
attitude toward his Platonic contemporaries see J. Weisheipl, "Albertus Magnus and the 
Oxford Platonists," Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Assoication 32 
(1958): 124-39. 

9 One of the clearest examples of the debt modern biology owes to medieval Aristotelians 
is the work of William Harvey; see W. Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation (Ann 
Arbor, 1972), 1:184-93. 
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closely enough, this is accepted as evidence in favor of the 
functional explanation provided by the model. 10 

While this explanatory strategy has its problems and .critics, 11 

it has been successful in accounting for organic morphologies as 
adaptations. As such, optimality arguments have played an 
important role in evolutionary biology. Given the assumption 
that the cause of an organism's morphology is natural selection 
for the characteristics observed, it is concluded that the organism 
is as good at solving the problems of living in a particular 
environment as its genetic limitations allow. Optimal-design 
models, then, can provide an empirically verifiable account of 
how things should be when natural selection operates over time 
within the material constraints of the organism. Such models also 
have the advantage of providing a heuristic account of observed 
morphologies which stands in place of a detailed explanation in 
terms of the underlying genetic variation and efficient causality of 
natural selection. 

Aristotelian biologists, of course, were not concerned with 
understanding the morphology of organisms as the result of an 
evolutionary process. They did, however, make use of optimal­
design arguments in accounting for the existence and persistence 
of organisms in their environments. They also used optimality 
arguments to understand the underlying material requirements for 
organic form and development. This establishes an interesting 
parallel with Neo-Darwinian uses of optimal design. While 
Neo-Darwinians are primarily concerned to explain organisms 
genealogically, Aristotelians were not concerned with temporal 
antecedents except in terms of the individual organism's gen­
eration and growth. Yet both Aristotelians and Neo-Darwinians 
share a common concern with optimality. As the ways in which 

10 A good account of the use of optimal-design models in Neo-Darwinian biology is J. 
Beatty, "Optimal-Design Models and the Strategy of Model Building in Evolutionary 
Biology," Philosophy of Science 47 (1980): 532-61. 

11 Among the most prominent critics of Neo-Darwinian optimal-design explanations has 
been Richard Lewontin; see S. Gould and R. Lewontin, "The Spandrels of San Marco and 
the Panglossian Paradigm: A Critique of the Adaptationist Programme," Proceedings of the 
Royal Society of London, series B 205 (1979): 581-98; also R. Lewontin, "Adaptation," 
Scientific American 239.3 (1978): 212-30. 
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Aristotelian biologists used optimality arguments are not generally 
known, this study will discuss the place of optimality in the 
historically influential scientific methodology of Aristotle's 
Posterior Analytics. 

I. THE STRUCTURE OF OPTIMAL DESIGNS 

The contemporary biologist Richard Lewontin draws attention 
to a distinction between the optimal and the maximal. 12 

Optimality, he notes, is a qualitative characterization of a 
particular organic state-say, morphological-understood as one 
of a number of alternative states. As such, an optimal state cannot 
be identified only with respect to the alternatives, but must have 
reference to something beyond the possibly optimal alternatives. 
The claim, for example, that a birth weight of seven pounds is 
optimal for a human infant cannot be made from a definition of 
the range of all possible birth weights. Reference must be made to 
something other than possible birth weights to make sense of 
optimality. Maximality (or minimality), on the other hand, is the 
quantitative characterization of states based on an internally 
defined scale. In the range of one to ten pounds of birth weight 
the maximal is ten. Thus, optimality is not internally defined, but 
maximality is an internally defined characterization of a metric 
scale. 

Lewontin goes on to note that, despite this distinction, 
maximality is foundational to optimality. A state is optimal 
among all the possible alternatives when it maximizes whatever 
state characterizes optimality. Thus, if the optimal weight for 
sustainability outside of the womb is seven pounds, then seven 
pounds is maximal sustainability, six pounds is 85 percent 
sustainability, and so on. The optimal weight for the infant, then, 
is the weight at which its life and growth is maximally sustainable. 

Thus, the task for the biologist using optimal-design 
explanations is to define a maximality scale that provides a 
criterion for optimality. Generally, Neo-Darwinian biologists use 

12 R. Lewontin, "The Shape of Optimality," in The Latest on the Best: Essays on Evolution 
and Optimality, ed. J. Dupre (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), 152. 
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fitness to characterize optimality and consider the state that 
maximizes fitness to be optimal. This will also be true for the 
Aristotelian biologist who understands fitness as a final 



NEO-DARWINIANS AND ARISTOTELIANS 361 

A researcher has certain knowledge of the object of study only 
when he is able to grasp its cause through a demonstration. While 
one can have knowledge of the object's mechanical antecedents or 
of its essential formal characteristics, knowledge of the cause is 
primarily of the object's "essential optimal state." The Aristotelian 
biologist, then, understands scientific explanation primarily in 
terms of 
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explanation with teleological explanation through optimality 
models is not surprising. The task of biological research is 
understood by both Aristotelians and Neo-Darwinians as the 
articulation of the morphological and other relationships between 
living things in an effort to explain them in terms of their fitness 
for functioning the way they are observed to function. Fitness, 
then, is a potentiality of the organism for existing, 
morphologically maturing, and reproducing itself in a particular 
environment. 

The application of optimality explanations in Aristotelian 
biology might best be illustrated by a simple example taken from 
the many original zoological researches recorded by Albert in his 
monumental De animalibus. In the course of setting out Aris­
totle's treatment of horned animals as optimally designed for 
their kind of life, Albert adds an account of the purpose of the 
horns of the alpine ibex. This is an animal that Aristotle himself 
did not treat-as it is a northern rather than Mediterranean 
species-and Albert is here supplementing Aristotle's account of 
horned animals with a case probably based on his own observa­
tions. One of the elements of this case which makes it especially 
useful is that Albert gives his account alongside his exposition of 
Aristotle's problematic explanation of deer horns. 16 While Albert 
does not comment on the difficulties of Aristotle's optimality 
argument in this text, he avoids them in his treatment of ibex 
horns. Moreover, this case is the first of Albert's own morpho­
logical explanations following his extensive treatment of 
Aristotelian zoological method, 17 suggesting that it might be read 
as his own example of the proper application of the method. 

Albert observed that the alpine ibex is a relatively small 
quadruped with very large and wide horns extending from the 
head all the way to the hind end. These horns are very large in 
proportion to the rest of the animal's body and very heavy 
proportionate to the animal's overall weight. Now, why has this 
relatively small animal developed such proportionately large and 

16 On the problems with Aristotle's explanation see Lennox, "Theophrastus on the Limits 
of Teleology," 148-49. 

17 Albert's treatment of zoological method is De animalibus XI (ed. Stadler 15:760-97); 
the discussion of the ibex is De animalibus XII, tr. 3, c. 7 (ed. Stadler 15:891.15-20). 
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heavy horns? Albert concludes that it is because it needs 
protection from the falling rocks common to its mountainous 
habitat. Thus, for the sake of the animal's survival and well-being, 
it must have large horns covering its whole body.18 

This account is rather concise. Nonetheless, analysis shows 
that Albert's explanation is based on an optimality model. In­
herent in the account is a problem which the ibex must "solve" in 
order to survive and thrive in a hostile environment of frequent 
rock falls. A model of the ideal morphology for the ibex, given 
certain material and other restrictions, is proposed as a solution. 
The model includes a quantitative account of the distribution of 
the hard bony material available in the organism relative to the 
overall weight and morphology of the organism as well as to the 
other requirements for the organism's well-being (hooved feet to 
enable climbing, rib cage to protect internal organs, etc.). Thus, 
the model specifies a morphology which includes large, heavy 
horns extending over a large part of the upper body as protection 
from falling rocks. 19 

The explanatory force of model is the connection it makes 
between the morphology of the ibex and its fitness for living the 
life it does in its alpine environment. Fitness here is understood 
as the optimal morphological state for successfully meeting the 
problems set for the organism by the environment. This optimal 
state is quantitatively described as the maximally fit morphology 
for that environment. Simple as it is, the explanation of ibex 
horns illustrates the essential elements of an optimal-design 
argument that can be understood in terms of maximization as 
described by Neo-Darwinians. 

18 "et tam ingentia comus habeat sicut caper montanus, quern Latine ybicem vocant: huius 
enim cornua a capite usque ad dunes protenduntur, et cadens ab alto totum corpus inter 
cornua protegit a collisione et ictus lapidum magnorum excipit cornibus" (Albert, De 
animalibus XII, tr. 3, c. 7 [ed. Stadler 15:891.15-20]). 

19 Note that, like modern optimal-design models, the Aristotelian model contains a 
prominent quantitative element. Cf. the Neo-Darwinian examples given by Lewontin in 
"Adaptation," 218-20. On quantitative methods in Aristotelian biology see J. Lennox, "Kinds, 
Forms of Kinds, and the More and the Less in Aristotle's Biology," in Philosophical Issues in 
Aristotle's Biology, 339-59. 
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Ill. ARISTOTELIAN SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

Aristotelian optimal-design arguments are best unders.tood in 
the general context of the scientific methodology of the Posterior 
Analytics. Medieval commentators on this work noted that not all 
scientific demonstration constitutes scientific explanation. Dem­
onstration is a duplex via, one way that proceeds through a 
proximate cause (propter quid) and another way that proceeds 
through a more remote cause or an effect (quia). 20 This latter type 
of demonstration was sometimes called per posterius and it was 
noted that there can be both types of demonstration of the same 
conclusion. When this occurs, it is the propter quid demonstration 
that constitutes the explanation proper, while the quia dem­
onstration establishes the facts to be explained. 

Some commentators, such as Albert, emphasized that, while 
explanation is only through propter quid demonstrations, quia 
demonstrations are necessary to establish the association between 
facts that division and definition, working from sense perception, 
have brought to light. It is these relationships between facts that 
require causal explanation, and such explanation is finally 
accomplished by propter quid demonstrations. Thus, the expla­
nation of the proportionately long horns of ibices will not only 
include propter quid demonstrations of the causes, but also quia 
demonstrations which establish the facts about these horns and 
other factors of ibex morphology, behavior, or environment. 

Indicating the necessity of both quia and propter quid 
demonstrations in zoological explanation does not, by itself, tell 
us anything about the form these demonstrations must take. This 
is going to depend on the nature of the objects being explained. 
In his commentary on the first book of Aristotle's De partibus 
animalium, Albert opens his discussion of this by noting a parallel 
between mathematics and zoology. The former, he points out, 

20 One of the earliest medieval commentators to discuss the importance of this distinction 
was Robert Grosseteste, In Posteriorum analyticorum libros I, c. 12 (ed. Rossi [Florence, 
1981], 189.23-25); see also ibid., II, c. 1 (ed. Rossi 228.32-289.39). See also Albert's 
treatment in Posteriora analytica I, tr. 3, c. 6-7 (ed. Borgnet 2:82a-87b). For an historical 
discussion of the distinction see Wallace, Causality and Scientific Explanation, 28-47 and 
66-68. 
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first sets out those things that will be investigated, such as the 
equality of the internal angles of the triangle to two right angles, 
and afterwards adds the causes of these things which are the 
middle terms of demonstrations. In the same way, the zoologist 
considers the common properties of animals and proceeds from 
this to an investigation of their causes. 21 There are, however, 
important differences between the objects of mathematics and 
zoology. Animals are the sorts of things subject to generation and 
corruption. Therefore, while their explanation will include 
reference to all four causes, it will especially involve reference to 
final cause, which is the "cause of causes."22 In animals, Albert 
continues, the final cause is identical with the form to be 
generated and this is a sensible form defined in relation to 
sensible matter. In this respect, the zoologist is like the physician 
who wishes to know the sensible dispositions of the human body 
so that its health can be restored: in a similar way, the zoologist 
must provide an account of animals through an investigation of 
their ends which are the ends accomplished through the process 
of animal generation. 23 

Following Aristotle, Albert goes on to distinguish two types of 
necessity: absolute and suppositional. 24 Absolute necessity applies 
to eternal things existing apart from motion and exhibiting the 
necessity found in the mathematical sciences. Suppositional 
necessity is the conditional necessity found in all changeable 
things that come into being through a process of generation. 25 

Albert insists that it would be a serious methodological error to 
attribute to a contingent thing such as an animal the necessity 

21 Albert, De animalibus XI, tr. 1, c. 2 (ed. Stadler 15:765.15-27). 
22 Ibid. (ed. Stadler 15:765.28-38); see also idem, Posteriora analytica I, tr. 2, c. 1 (ed. 

Borgnet 2:23a). 
23 Albert, De animalibus XI, tr. 1, c. 2 (ed. Stadler 15:766.1-28). 
24 This distinction in the Aristotelian tradition has been studied by W. Wallace, "Aristotle 

and Galileo: The Use of Hypothesis (Suppositio) in Scientific Reasoning," in Studies in 
Aristotle, ed. D. O'Meara, Studies in Philosophy and the History of Philosophy, vol. 9 
(Washington, D.C., 1981), 47-77. For Albert's various discussions of the distinction see W. 
Wallace, "Albertus Magnus on Suppositional Necessity in the Natural Sciences," inAlbertus 
Magnus and the Sciences: Commemorative Essays 1980, ed. J. Weisheipl (foronto, 1980), 
103-28. My discussion makes extensive use of this latter study. 

25 Albert, De animalibus XI, tr. 1, c. 2 (ed. Stadler 15:766.31-35). 
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proper to an eternal thing. In zoology, one can only seek a 
necessity of consequence (necessitas consequentiae) such that, 
given the end, other things are necessary, but not 
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environment or the form of the organism. In either case, causal 
explanations will be demonstrations of what optimal state is 
suppositionally necessary for the organism to exist the way it is 
observed to exist. · 

IV. ARISTOTELIAN FITNESS 

How does this methodology relate to the common concern of 
Aristotelians and Neo-Darwinians with fitness? It has already 
been noted that fitness is the potentiality of the organism for 
existing, morphologically maturing, and reproducing itself in a 
particular environment. For the Aristotelian biologist, fitness must 
be studied as a final cause on two distinct, but related, levels. In 
a digression at the close of De animalibus XI, Albert notes that 
what concerns the zoologist are the forms of animals and, 
contrary to the opinion of the Platonists, these always exist and 
derive from the potentiality of matter. Thus, whatever material 
processes are involved in the generation and development of an 
animal will be intelligible only with respect to the end. There are, 
however, two kinds of ends. First, there is the end of generation 
<finis generationis), which is the being of the animal, especially in 
its mature state. The cause of this is the matter out of which the 
animal is composed as well as the associated material processes. 
Material elements and chemical processes, then, are sup­
positionally necessary for the generated form to exist. Second, 
there is the end of the generated thing <finis rei generatae), which 
is the operation proper to the animal and on account of which 
the animal comes to exist. The life proper to the animal is 
suppositionally necessary for the animal's morphology.29 

Now it is clear that the zoologist will be concerned with both 
types of ends. Observing the existence of animals of a certain 
morphology, he will want to know the environmental conditions 
that explain the morphology's existence at the time and in the 
place where it is observed to exist. This is taking the end in the 
sense of a finis rei generatae. Before the morphology can be 
explained in this way, however, the zoologist needs to know 

29 Albert, De animalibus XI, tr. 2, c. 4 (ed. Stadler 15:797.15-29). 
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which environmental conditions are relevant to the morphology 
in question. Observing the success of the animal under certain 
environmental conditions, he will want to set out clearly the 
relationship between the morphology and those conditioiis. This 
is talcing the end in the sense of a finis generationis. 

Albert's sample explanation of the purpose of ibex horns can 
be used to illustrate explanation in terms of these two types of 
finality. The zoologist begins with a problem that arises out of his 
observations. In this case, the problem is why the ibex possesses 
the distinctive horned morphology that it is observed to possess. 
He goes on to gather and sort out the data available to him 
through observation, making use of the various methods of 
definition, division, collation, and perhaps even experiment to 
determine which data are relevant to his problem. Once this has 
been done, the researcher knows what elements are available for 
the demonstrative explanation of ibex morphology. These 
complex pre-demonstrative procedures cannot be fully described 
in this brief study.30 Let us assume, for the sake of the example, 
that through these methods the zoologist has been able to rule out 
all possible functions of ibex horns (protection from predators, 
mating ritual, etc.) other than protection from environmental 
hazards. 

Once observational data are organized through these methods, 
the zoologist proceeds to the demonstrative stage of explanation. 
As explanation is always ex suppositione finis, the horned 
morphology of the ibex will be understood with respect to final 
cause. As end is taken in two ways, the zoologist will consider the 
morphology both as the end of a generative process (finis 
generation is) and as that which is explained by the purposes of the 
animal (finis rei generatae). He will then proceed to construct a 
series of related demonstrative syllogisms, containing both quia 
and propter quid types. 

30 Albert discusses these methodologies at some length in De animalibus XI, tr. 2, cc. 1-3 
(ed. Stadler 15:780-96); see also his Quaestiones de animalibus XI, qq. 1-9 (ed. Colon. 
12:218-24). Related considerations are discussed by Albert in his commentary on the Topics; 
see W. Wallace, "Albert the Great's Inventive Logic: His Exposition ,of the Topics of 
Aristotle," American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 70 (1996): 11-39. 
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Taking the end as a finis generation is, the zoologist will take 
the good of the animal suppositionally and seek its morphological 
prerequisites. Working from his ordered observations of ibices 
and their environment, he will, on the supposition that the ibex 
is protected from falling rocks, be able to show the relationship 
of the large-horn morphology to ibex survival by means of a quia 
demonstration: 

Protection from falling rocks belongs to large-horn morphology. 
Large-horn morphology belongs to the ibex. 
Therefore, protection from falling rocks belongs to the ibex. 

The zoologist has demonstrated that the supposition he makes 
on the basis of his ordered observations concerning the ability of 
the ibex to survive and thrive in a hazardous environment of 
frequent rock falls depends on the ibex's possessing a protective 
morphology of a certain sort. The middle term here is selected 
from among those morphological features of ibices which the 
pre-demonstrative classifications have brought to light and shown 
to be relevant. In the quia demonstration these features are shown 
to be connected with the observed protection of the animal from 
environmental hazards. Moreover, this demonstration is quia 
because the connection established between being protected from 
rock falls and being a surviving alpine ibex is not propter quid. 
There are, perhaps, other ways in which the animal might have 
been protected. That is, being protected in this manner is not 
convertible with possessing the large-horn morphology. 
Nonetheless, something important has been established, namely, 
that large-horn morphology is a fact about ibices which is relevant 
to their need for protection. In a sense, the quia demonstration 
completes the pre-demonstrative stage of research by formally 
displaying the relevance of the morphology to the good of the 
animal, thereby placing the zoologist in a position to demonstrate 
the final cause of the morphology in a propter quid manner. 

Taking the end as a finis rei generatae, the zoologist will take 
the morphology of the animal suppositionally and seek its cause. 
Working from his ordered observations of ibices and their 
environment, he will, on the supposition that the ibex possesses 
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a large-horn morphology, be able to demonstrate the cause of the 
morphology by means of a propter quid demonstration: 

Large-horn morphology belongs to protection from falling rocks. 
Protection from falling rocks belongs to the ibex. 
Therefore, large-horn morphology belongs to the ibex. 

The observed morphology of the ibex presents the puzzle to be 
solved by explanation. The association of this morphology to the 
survival and flourishing of the animal in its hazardous 
environment provides the reason why the morphology is 
possessed. The demonstration is propter quid because the 
morphological effect is convertible with the animal's environ­
mental fitness. The zoologist has shown that an animal with this 
sort of long-horn morphology will be protected in the requisite 
manner. 

Two points should be made about this example of scientific 
demonstration. First, for the sake of clarity, this account has 
prescinded from detail. An actual zoological explanation would, 
of course, be much more complex. Thus, for example, what is 
simply referred to here as "long-horn morphology" would 
actually be a complex morphological description of ibex horns in 
relation to the other features of ibex anatomy. Moreover, the 
morphological account would include various material and 
genetic constraints which would limit the range of possible 
candidates for explanatory final causes. In this way, one can see 
that it .vould be possible for the propter quid demonstration to 
yield a convertibility of effect with cause. Second, this account 
presents the sample zoological demonstrations in schematic form. 
In actual cases of explanation, scientists rarely have recourse to 
such a procedure. While Albert, following Aristotle, insists that 
demonstration must have an underlying syllogistic form, he never 
actually sets out the demonstrations in his libri naturales in this 
way. The example discussed here is schematically presented in 
order to illustrate in a precise way the relationship between the 
terms as well as to show how the demonstrative method of the 
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Posterior Analytics is intended to apply to actual cases of scientific 
explanation.31 . 

Fitness, then, is understood by the Aristotelian zoologist in 
terms of the end of the organism considered in two distinct ways: 
the maximal fitness of the morphology which is the end of a 
generative process and the reason for the morphology's existence 
in time and place on account of its optimal fitness. As the optimal 
morphology must be founded on a maximality scale, it is 
necessary to establish the relevance of a morphological metric to 
the existence and flourishing of the organism. This is accom­
plished through a quia demonstration. A morphology of a certain 
size, shape, structure, weight, etc. is shown to be relevant to the 
optimal ability of the organism to meet its needs. Once the 
zoologist has established the metric scale in terms of fitness, then 
he is able to demonstrate the cause of the morphology in terms of 
its optimality with a propter quid argument. Together these two 
types of demonstration constitute an optimal-design explanation 
of the presence of the morphology in the organism. 

V. CONCLUSION 

The account of Aristotelian optimal-design arguments given 
here, though sketchy, draws attention to the fallibility of modern 
judgments on premodern biology. The methods of the older 
biological tradition bear a closer resemblance to the procedures 
of modern Neo-Darwinian researchers than is commonly 
suspected. 

A complete study of the quantitative methods 'employed by 
Aristotelian biologists is beyond the scope of this study. It is 
enough here to point out that, while their methods were less 
sophisticated than those used today, they did understand the role 
of quantitative measures in optimality explanation and spoke 
about organic characteristics in terms of the "greater and the 
lesser" relative to function. For Aristotelians, as much as for 
Neo-Darwinians, the optimal state of an organism is to be 

31 For a discussion of demonstration and syllogistic form in Aristotelian science, see Allan 
Gotthelf, "First Principles in Aristotle's Parts of Animals," in Philosophical Issues in Aristotle's 
Biology, ed. Allan Gotthelf and James G. Lennox (Cambridge, 1987), 167-98, esp. 194-97. 
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described as a maximization of fitness in terms of some measures 
appropriate to the characteristic under study. Moreover, 
Aristotelian optimality arguments were part of a more general 
methodology of scientific explanation based on suppositional 
demonstration and, therefore, well within the scope of Aristotle's 
conception of science given in his Posterior Analytics. 

Further, Aristotelian biology shares with Neo-Darwinian 
biology, not only the use of optimal-design arguments, but also a 
general concern with naturalistic explanations. The majority of 
Aristotle's explanations of animal morphology and behavior, as 
well as those of his medieval followers, employed optimality 
arguments in precisely the way described here. Aristotelian 
biology does not depend on a hypostasized conception of Nature 
nor a supervening universal teleology to explain the morpholo­
gies of animals. Rather, the teleological arguments it employs are 
naturalistic in the sense that they aim at explaining organisms in 
terms of their optimal states understood as measurably maximal 
states of fitness. At the very least, this is something more than 
"empty verbiage and barren scholasticism." 
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THE QUESTION OF Heidegger's God is normally treated 
as a supplement, a hanging thread at the edge of the weave 
of his work. Why should we be concerned with Heidegger's 

God? Which is to say, is the question of Heidegger's God simply 
an internal question about Heidegger's thought, or is something 
else at stake? What is at issue here can to some extent be 
explained by Karl Lowith's persistent accusation that Heidegger 
had supplanted God with "being,"1 which is tantamount to saying 
that in contradistinction to Scholasticism, which appeared to be 
saying that God and being are the same, for Heidegger, being and 
God are the same-what's the difference? Lowith even goes so far 
as to suggest that Heidegger is nothing other than a latter-day 
Scotist. 2 The question may be asked in a more sophisticated form 
as to what extent is Heidegger still in dialogue with the Christian 
tradition which arises out of Scholasticism and can it be in any 
sense clarified by trying to understand better Heidegger's God? 

Yet in considering the place of God, or the God, gods, and die 
Gottlichen (let us leave this term untranslated for now) as 
supplemental in Heidegger's work, already a decision has been 
made, a forcing of Heidegger's God on to the margin. If I do not 
believe in God myself (or if I do, and know the God well in 

1 Heidegger-Denker in durftiger Zeit (1953; rev. ed. [1960] published in Siimtliche 
Schriften, Band 8 [Stuttgart: Metzler, 1984); English translation in Martin Heidegger, 
European Nihilism, ed. Richard Wolin [New York: Columbia, 1995]). 

2 Ibid. Cf. the footnote on p. 139 (p. 254 of the English text) which refers to pp. 348-5 I 
of Heidegger's 1916 Habilitationsschrift, Die Kategorien- und Bedeutungslehre des Duns 
Scotus, published in Fruhe Schriften (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1972). 
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whom I believe-too well, after all, to let him be touched by this 
Heidegger) then why should I concern myself with Heidegger's 
God? Let me instead speak of Heidegger's phenomenology, or 
politics, or what have you. Commentators who try to make sense 
of the "later" Heidegger's fourfold (earth, heaven, mortals and die 
Gott lichen) almost always leave unexplained just what might be 
meant by die Gottlichen, whereas the origin of the other three can 
be traced in say, 
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Nietzsche and what he tells as the proclamation of the death of 
God. The 1925 passage is entitled "The Self-Understanding of 
Phenomenology . . . ". In other words, this discovery of the 
meaning and direction of philosophical research as something 
new and something atheistic comes about in consequence of a 
particular self-understanding, a coming to the self and putting of 
the self into question which phenomenology yields. 

If something at least can now be said about the meaning of 
"philosophical research," it remains unclear what "atheism" 
means. About the only meaning that can be ruled out is that 
Heidegger was or is what is meant by the commonplace term "an 
atheist." In 1925, long before the lectures on Nietzsche of 
1937-44, where, it is said, Heidegger first elaborated his under­
standing of the Seinsgeschichte, the "History of Being." and before 
the so-called turn out of the structural analytic of Dasein towards 
being as such, Heidegger is already unfolding the place of God 
within the context of an historical enquiry into what he himself 
constitutes as the philosophical tradition, precisely because 
Nietzsche has proclaimed the death of God. In other words, what 
many commentators claim that Heidegger is doing in the later, 
wartime and post-war work (as against his earlier work) he is 
already doing in outline even before the publication of Being and 
Time. 4 What does this mean? Immediately, there is no "later 
Heidegger" (and by implication, no hermeneutic "turn" from the 
structural analytic of Dasein to the analysis of being as such) as far 
as what "later" has normally been taken to indicate. 

So much of the interpretation of Heidegger's God has hinged 
on the transformations claimed to be constantly underway in his 

4 An example of this interpretation can be found in Michel Haar's Critical Remarks on 
Heidegger's Reading of Nietzsche, in Critical Heidegger, ed. Christopher McCann (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 121-33. Haar suggests that Heidegger's elaboration of Nietzsche as a 
negative theologian is in consequence of the Nietzsche lectures after his analysis there of the 
Eternal Return and the will to power. In similar vein John Caputo traces Heidegger's 
opposition to Catholic students in Freiburg to his becoming an "enthusiastic reader of 
Nietzsche" while simultaneously putting aside "Kierkegaard, Aristotle and Luther," and 
proposes a still further shift in the post-war years where Heidegger is said to become 
"anti-Nietzschean" (see "Heidegger and Theology," in The Cambridge Companion to 
Heidegger, ed. Charles Guignon [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993], 277, 281). 
I remain unconvinced that Heidegger's Nietzsche interpretation underwent these particular 
alterations. 



376 LAURENCE PAUL HEMMING 

thought, particularly in the period prior to 1933 and his 
engagement with Nazism, again in the period up to 1945, and 
again in the postwar years. In short, there has been a 
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elaboration of the term "onto-theo-logy" in his 1936 lectures on 
Schelling,7 a term he will repeat in key texts until the end.8 He 
even goes so far as to name what is normally understood by the 
word "theology" as "theiology," a term later taken up by Jean­
Luc Marion. 9 The anti-Christian polemic in Heidegger's work is 
strictly concerned with his critique of metaphysics and not at all 
with Heidegger's God. 

How can we understand this? For Heidegger the metaphysical 
position concerning God is that being and God are the same: 
"Deus est suum esse." The word onto-theo-logy says no more than 
this. What does it mean for God and being to be the same? 
Heidegger says that God as being is the thought of "beings as a 
whole," construed as what gives being to beings, what is most 
"being-ful" about them. He draws a distinction between a 
metaphysical construal of being in this way-which is Seiendheit, 
"being-ness," the being-ness of beings (die Seienden) and so 
remains a being-and das Sein, being itself (which is not a being). 
He adds: 

Every philosophy is theology in the original and essential sense that the 
conceiving (Aciyrn;) of beings as a whole asks about the ground of Being, and 
this ground becomes named as 8i:6i;, God. Indeed, Nietzsche's philosophy, for 

7 Later published as Schellings Abhandlung uber das Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit 
(1809); English translation by Joan Stambaugh, Schelling's Treatise on the Essence of Human 
Freedom (Ohio University Press, 1985). Also published under the same title as volume 42 of 
the Heidegger Gesamtausgabe in a re-edited form (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1988). 

8 In particular in the 1942-43 seminar published in Holzwege (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 
1950) as Hegels Begriff der Erfahrung; in the 1949 Einleitung to the 1929 lecture on the 
nothing,dasNichts, entitled Was istMetaphysik? (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1949); inidentitiit 
und Differenz (Pfullingen: Neske, 1957); and in Kants These uber das Sein (published 
separately the following year; Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1963). 

9 "Die erste Philosophie ist als Ontologie zugleich die Theologie des wahrhaft Seienden. 
Genauer ware sie die Theiologie zu nennen. Die Wissenschaft des Seienden als solchen ist in 
sich onto-theologisch" (Heidegger, Hegels Begriff der Erfahrung, 190; English translation by 
Kenley Royce Dove, Hegel's Concept of Experience [New York: Harper, 1970]). Jean-Luc 
Marion appropriated the term in his work Dieu sans l'etre (Paris: Libraitie Artheme Fayard, 
1981), 96. 
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instance, in which an essential saying states "God is dead" is in accord with this 
saying "Theology."10 

In the whole history of metaphysics "beings as a whole" is for 
Heidegger always thought as "God." The ontological question of 
metaphysics considers beings "as such," whereas the theological 
question of metaphysics considers beings "as a whole," or in 
general. We move within the frame of what is most particular and 
what is most universal. Philosophy in the widest sense then, "is 
ontotheology. The more originally it is both in one, the more 
authentically is it philosophy."11 Note that for Heidegger all that 
is under consideration is beings-either as a whole or in 
particular. So even when we are treating this topic in relation to 
God, nothing more is actually being said about God than that 
God is "beings as a whole." In other words this is an enquiry 
solely determined by what we find in the world, and allows for 
nothing outside it. It already is solely factical. So far from 
Heidegger being the champion of a Nihilism that disbars anything 
beyond the purely phenomenal, the purely factical, Heidegger's 
accusation is that metaphysics is already this facticity and 
Nihilism. 

While the distinct term "onto-theo-logy" seems to make its 
first appearance only in 1936 (in relation to Kant in particular), 
Heidegger claims that he had worked out the perspective it names 
much earlier, and that the whole of the 1929 lecture Was ist 
Metaphysik? was written with this perspective in view. 12 Indeed 
in the opening sections of the so-called "Kantbuch" (from a 
lecture series given in 1927-28) Heidegger uses Baumgarten's 
1743 distinction "Ad metaphysicam referuntur ontologia, 

10 "Jede Philosophie istTheologie in dem urspriinglichen und wesentlichen Sinne, da£ das 
Begreifen (A6yoc;) des Seienden im Ganzen nach dem Grunde des Seyns fragt und dieser 
Grund 8£ot;, Gott, genannt wird. Auch Nietzsches Philosophie z.B., darin ein wesentlicher 
Satz lautet 'Gott ist tot', ist eben gemalS diesem Satz 'Theologie"' (Heidegger, Schellings 
Abhandlung, 61). 

11 "Philosophie ist Ontotheologie. Je urspriinglicher sie beides in einem ist, um so 
eigentlicher ist sie Philosophie" (ibid., 62). 

12 Martin Heidegger, "Einleitung," in Was ist Metaphysik? in Wegmarken (Frankfurt: 
Klostermann, 1967), 208-10. This introduction was first added to the fifth published edition 
of the original 1929 lecture in 1949 (see note 7 above). 
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cosmologia, psychologia et theologia naturalis,"13 where 
metaphysica genera/is refers to ontology, or beings in their 
generality, "'das Seiende allgemeinen' (ens commune)," and 
metaphysica specialis to "Theology (the object of which is the 
summum ens), Cosmology, and Psychology." Metaphysics as 
taken over by Kant is then summarized as that which has for its 
object "beings in general and the highest being."14 

What then of faith? Heidegger's published answer to this 
question is always in specific relation to the asking of the 
Seinsfrage, the question of being (das Sein). The question "What 
is metaphysics?" leads to the question that overcomes meta­
physics, the "most original" (urspritnglichste), the "widest" and 
"deepest," and most "self-displacingly-self-questioning" (sich auf 
sich stellenden Fragen), Leibniz's question "Why are there beings 
rather than nothing?"15 This question is answered "even before it 
is asked" by anyone "for whom the Bible is divine revelation and 
truth. Everything that is not itself God, is created through him. 
God himself 'is' as the uncreated creator."16 Does this therefore 
mean that "faith" and the "faith-ful" are dosed off from the 
Seinsfrage? No-because faith in the Bible as divine revelation and 
truth (as doctrina) is not "faith." 

13 "To metaphysics is referred ontology, cosmology, psychology and natural theology" 
(Martin Heidegger, Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik. Funfte, vermehrte Auflage 
[Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1973], §1, pp. 3-6). First published under the same title in the 
series Max Scheler zum Gediichtnis XII-236 (Bonn, 1929) as the reworking of a lecture course 
given at Marburg in the winter semester of 1927-28. The fifth (1973) edition is an emended 
and expanded version of the first; English translation by Richard Taft, Kant and the Problem 
of Metaphysics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990). 

14 "Metaphysik ... Da sie das Seiende im allgemeinen und das hochste Seiende zum 
Gegenstand hat" (ibid, §1, esp. p. 9). 

15 "Warum ist iiberhaupt Seiendes und nicht vielmehr Nichts?" This question (which 
concludes the lecture Was ist Metaphysik?, is investigated thoroughly in the 1935 lecture 
series Ein{Uhrung in die Metaphysik and forms the basis of Heidegger's last official lecture 
series at Freiburg in 1956, published as Der Satz vom Grund (Pfullingen: Neske, 1957; 
English translation by Reginald Lilly, The Principle of Reason [Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1991 ]). 

16 "Wenn z.B. die Bibel gottliche Offenbarung und Wahrheit ist, der hat vor allem Fragen 
der Frage 'W arum ist iiberhaupt Seiendes und nicht vielmehr nichts?' schon die Antwort: Das 
Seiende, soweit es nicht Gott selbst ist, ist durch diesen geschaffen. Gott selbst 'ist' als der 
ungeschaffene Schopfer" (Heidegger, Ein{Uhrung in die Metaphysik, 5). 
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Anyone who stands in the soil of such faith ... can only act 'as if .. .'.But on 
the other hand is that faith which, if it does not remain constantly in the 
possibility of unfaith [Unglaubens], is .no faith, but only a convenience and a 
set-up to hold fast to a commonly accepted doctrine. That is neither·faith nor 
questioning, but the indifference of those who can busy themselves with 
everything, even with faith as in much the same way they do with 
questioning. 17 

Faith defined as dogmatic teaching, or biblical revelation as 
"doctrinal" truth, is the commonest, cheapest form of 
metaphysics. Here Heidegger simply restates Nietzsche's taunt 
that Christianity is just "Platonism for the masses."18 

Faith as determined to unfaith is "a thinking and questioning 
working through of the Christian experiencing of the world, i.e. 
of faith. That is then theology"19 -which cannot decide the 
Seinsfrage in advance, and which is therefore not a part of 
metaphysics. Theology as this science of faith and the Seinsfrage 
may (but need not) occur together. The one does not abolish the 
other, nor do they stand in an opposition. This interpretation is 
so much in opposition to the way this passage (and others) is read 
by certain commentators that it demands closer scrutiny. 20 

Why and in what way is "Theology" as normally understood 
metaphysics? I have already indicated how for Heidegger the 
posing of God as both "not-creation" and as "uncreated creator" 
decides in advance any answer to the Seinsfrage. Heidegger wishes 

17 "Wer auf dem Boden solchen Glaubens steht .. , Er kann nur so tun, als ob ... Aber 
andererseits ist jener Glaube, wenn er sich nicht standig der Moglichkeit des Unglaubens 
aussetzt, auch kein Glauben, sondern eine Bequemlichkeit uud eine Verabredung mit sich, 
kiinftig an der Lehre als einem irgendwie Uberkommenen festzuhalten. Das ist dann weder 
Glauben noch Fragen, sondern Gleichgiiltigkeit, die sich nunmehr mit allem, vielleicht sogar 
sehr interessiert, beschaftigen kann, mit dem Glauben ebenso wie mit dem Fragen" (ibid.). 

18 Heidegger cites this himself (ibid., 80). 
19 "Zwar gibt es eine denkend fragende Durcharbeitung der christlich erfahrenen Welt, 

d.h. des Glaubens. Das ist dann Theologie" (ibid., 6). 
20 I have indicated, for instance, how very differently John Caputo interprets the remarks 

that are made in the lecture course Einfiihrung in die Metaphysik (see Heidegger and 
Theology, esp. 276, 278f.). Caputo does not seem to acknowledge the difference between 
Christian faith and Christianity (die Kirchenlehre) as an attempt at a system of metaphysics; 
he interprets Heidegger as being hostile toward both. See also John Macquarrie's remarks 
concerning these passages in Heidegger and Christianity (London: SCM, 1994), the published 
text of a lecture series he gave in 1993 and 1994, esp. 54ff. 
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to exclude any suggestion that the words "In the beginning God 
created heaven and earth" are in any sense an answer to that 
questioning which is the Seinsfrage. He concludes, "Quite aside 
from whether these words from the Bible are true or false for 
faith, they can supply no answer to our question because they are 
in no way related to it";21 to faith such questions are foolishness 
(a biblical point he will repeat in 1949 in the Einleitung added to 
the lecture Was ist Metaphysik?). 22 For Heidegger the question has 
clearly to do with the origin of beings, which metaphysically is 
understood to be the problem of causes (as I shall later illustrate). 
The passages here examined in the 1935 Einfuhrung lectures that 
deal with God, faith, and theology come directly after a 
consideration of the "ground" (der Ur-sprung). Metaphysics either 
thinks God as first cause or correspondingly as ground. For this 
reason the very raising of the Seinsfrage which pushes towards 
overcoming metaphysics displaces understanding God as ground 
because it involves a "leap" (Sprung) which reveals the real 
meaning of the word "origin" (der Ur-sprung). "We call such a 
leap, which opens up its own source, the original-source or 
origin, the finding of one's own ground."23 The leap is, therefore, 
a leap into finding oneself in question-the coming to the self 
that phenomenology yields. 

Metaphysics begins by positing God as first cause, as ground, 
as highest being. That which is grounded, which is not-God, is 
ens creatum, created things. To create, therefore, is to ground. 
Heidegger notes that for the medieval, "The being of beings [das 
Sein des Seienden] consists in their being-created by God (Omne 
ens est ens creatum)."24 In the modern period the ground first 
becomes obscure (in Kant), then becomes subjectivity as such in 

21 "Ganz abgesehen davon, ob dieser Satz der Bibel fiir den Glauben wahr oder unwahr 
ist, er kann iiberhaupt keine Antwort auf unsere Frage darstellen, weil er auf diese Frage 
keine Bezug hat" (Heidegger, Einfiihrung in die Metaphysik, 6). 

22 In Wegmarken, 208, quoting 1Corinthians1:20: "ouK1 lµw1ravEv o 
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valuation in which the ground becomes the certitude of 
being-human (ens certum), 25 and culminates in Nietzsche's eternal 
recurrence of the same. 

As an ontology, even Nietzsche's metaphysics is at the same time theology, 
although it seems far removed from scholastic metaphysics. The ontology of 
beings as such thinks essentia as will to power. Such ontology thinks the 
existentia of beings as such and as a whole theologically as the eternal 
recurrence of the same. Such metaphysical theology is of course a negative 
theology of a peculiar kind. Its negativity is revealed in the expression "God 
is dead." That is an expression not of atheism but of Onto-Theology, in that 
metaphysics in which Nihilism proper is fulfilled. 26 

All of this comes about in consequence of onto-theo-logy, that is, 
theology thought metaphysically. 

A) The meaning of "esse" in Aquinas and Heidegger 

It should be dear from what has preceded that for Heidegger 
the Seinsgeschichte, or history of being, can be construed as 
unfolding a history of God, thought metaphysically. A critical 
juncture in this history is the way in which God is thought in 
medieval metaphysics. When, therefore, in Zurich in 1951 
Heidegger is asked "need being and God be posited as identical?," 

25 Cf. Descartes, Meditationes de prima philosophia, in ffiuvres de Descartes, ed. Charles 
Adam and Paul Tannery (Paris: Vrin), 7:27 (Meditatio secunda): "Cogitare? Hie invenio: 
cogitatio est; hie sola a me divelli nequit. Ego sum, ego existo, certum est .... Nihil nunc 
admitto nisi quod necessario sit verum; sum igitur precise tantum res cogitans, id est, mens, 
sive animus, sive intellectus, sive ratio, voces mihi prius significationis ignote. Sum autem res 
vera et vera existens; sed qualis res? Dixi, cogitans." See Heidegger, Nietzsche 2:166: "Im 
Herrschaftsbereich dieses subiectum ist das ens nicht mehr ens creatum, es ist ens certum: 
indubitandum: vere cogitatum: 'cogitatio' ."Cf. also Heidegger's discussion of the ens cerium 
in relation to Descartes in Hegels Begriff der Erfahrung, 143£. 

26 "Auch Nietzsches Metaphysik ist als Ontologie, obzwar sie weit von der 
Schulmetaphysik entfernt zu sein scheint, zugleich Theologie. Die Ontologie des Seienden als 
solche denkt die essentia als den Willen zur Macht. Diese Ontologie denkt die existentia des 
Seienden als solchen im Ganzen theologisch als die ewige Wiederkehr des Gleichen. Diese 
metaphysische Theologie ist allerdings eine negative Theologie eigener Art. Ihre Negativitat 
zeigt sich in dem Wort: Gott ist tot. Das ist nicht das Wort des Atheismus, sondern das Wort 
der Onto-Theologie derjenigen Metaphysik, in der sich der eigentliche Nihilismus vollendet" 
(Heidegger, Nietzsche 2:348, from a text composed in 1944-46 and published in 1961 as Die 
seinsgeschichtliche Bestimmung des Nihilismus). 
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he replies, referring specifically to St. Thomas Aquinas, "God and 
being is not identical. .... being and God are not identical, and 
I would never attempt to think the essence of God through being . 
. . . If I were yet to write a theology-to which I sometimes feel 
inclined-then the word 'being' would not occur in it. "27 There 
is no syntactical error here; the move from "is" to "are" is the 
very movement of Heidegger's thinking through the separation of 
being and God from their metaphysically posited togetherness. 

To fail to understand the meaning of the polemic, the sheer 
violence of Heidegger's desire to break with metaphysics (whilst 
at the same time paying it the deepest respect) leads, for instance, 
Jean-Luc Marion to argue in explaining this very passage that "A 
single indication comes to us: the word Being must not intervene 
in a theological discourse."28 

Once again, that is not what Heidegger says here--<>r rather, 
that is not all that he says here. Heidegger speaks of the essence 
of God while wishing to exclude from the discussion of this 
essence the word being, existence. Heidegger is saying here 
nothing other than that all theology has been onto-theo-logy, that 
God and being are the same, metaphysics, and that he, Heidegger, 
would not speak of the essence of God in the terms of 
being-existence-and that for him (Heidegger) to undertake 
theology would be to say-before we had even begun to 
undertake a theology-"The essence of God and God's existence 
are not the same." This does not disbar the word "being" from 
theological discourse, but sets it in its proper place. In this sense 
the separating of the thought of the essence of God from any 
"proofs" or discussion of God's existence is the same thing as the 
overcoming of metaphysics. 

Heidegger is speaking in the context of an explicit reference to 
Aquinas. He adds that he knows a Jesuit whom he has asked 

27 "DRITfE FRAGE: Diirfen Sein und Gott identisch gesetzt werden? ... HEIDEGGER: .. 
. Gott und Sein ist nicht identisch .... Sein und Gott sind nicht identisch, und ich wiirde 
niemals versuchen, das Wesen Gottes durch das Sein zu denken .... Wenn ich noch eine 
Theologie schreiben wiirde, wozu es mich manchmal reizt, dann diirfte in ihr das Wort 'Sein' 
nicht vorkommen" (Martin Heidegger, Seminare, Gesamtausgabe Band 15 [Frankfurt: 
Klostermann, 1986), 436). 

28 Marion, Dieu sans l'etre, 95; English translation by D. Tracy, God Without Being (Hors 
Texte) (Chicago, Chicago University Press, 1991), 63. 



384 LAURENCE PAUL HEMMING 

repeatedly "to show me the place in Thomas Aquinas where he 
says what 'esse' specifically means and what the proposition 
means that says 'Deus est suum esse'. I have to this day received 
no answer."29 This phrase is from Aquinas's Summa Theologiae I, 
q. 3, a. 4: "whether essence and existence are the same in God." 
He responds, "Therefore God is his own existence, and not 
merely his own essence. "30 Aquinas believes that the identity of 
the existence and the essence of God must be demonstrated. It is 
clear therefore that Heidegger regards Aquinas's position as 
inextricably determined in consequence of metaphysics, and 
therefore, ontotheology. 

What exactly is the character of this belonging? Already I have 
indicated how Heidegger articulates a number of the Scholastic 
determinations of esse, 'being' and ens, 'a being' and ens 
commune, 'being overall'. There is, however, a further deter­
mination requiring explication, esse commune. In the passage I 
have cited from the Zurcher Seminar there is a hint that Heidegger 
is well aware that Aquinas wished to avoid the later Scotist 
position of subsuming God as summum ens under the logical 
category of ens commune, when he says, "I believe that being can 
never be thought as the ground and essence of God."31 There is 
here a deliberate play on the words "believe" and "think." 
Heidegger begins by saying that faith (der Glaube) and the 
thinking of Being (das Denken des Seins) have no need of each 
other. 32 The next sentences begin "I think ... " and "I believe .. 
. ".In what follows it becomes clear that thinking points us away 
from determining the essence of God, believing points us towards 
that place where God appears within the dimension of being 
("insofar as he meets with humanity"). Each mode of human 

29 "lch habe einen mir wohlgesinnten Jesuiten gebeten, mir die Stellen bei Thomas von 
Aquin zu zeigen, wo gesagt sei, was 'esse' eigentlich bedeute und der Satz besage: Deus est 
suum esse. Ich habe bis heute noch keine Antwort" (Heidegger, Seminare, 436). 

30 "Est igitur Deus suum esse, et non sol um sua essentia." 
31 "lch glaube, daB das Sein niemals als Grund und Wesen von Gott gedacht werden kann" 

(Heidegger, Seminare, 436). 
32 What happens when faith is explained solely in terms of metaphysics, and is therefore 

determined by and out of the unfolding of the history of being, is explained in some depth 
by Heidegger in his Die Metaphysik als Geschichte des Seins, published in Nietzsche, 
2:399-458. 
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being (Dasein) determines us differently with regard to God. 
Thinking, then, points us in one direction with regard to God: 
thinking yields its own history as a coming to itself in both 
appropriating and pointing towards the overcoming of meta­
physics. Believing points us towards the experience of God's 
revelation: to God as a being in the realm of being "insofar as he 
meets with humanity." Thinking cannot determine in advance 
(which means from out of the content and structure of thinking 
itself and what is given to thinking to think of) the God who will 
be met, who might appear "insofar as he does" in the realm of 
being. Each mode of being (thinking, believing) is held together 
by this Dasein, Heidegger. This holding together cannot be 
notig-a necessity, literally, "needy" or "wanting." So the 
separation of faith and thinking opens up a critique of the 
necessity of explaining God metaphysically. Thinking opens up 
a space in which theology as reflection on faith can clarify and 
correct its reflection. Above all, this space is not "founding," 
which means it does not determine the outcome of what is to be 
thought, only a how as a reflection on experience, on a content 
given from elsewhere than thought itself. 33 

The hint then is that, for Heidegger, Aquinas was aware of the 
problem of subsuming God under the category of ens commune 
whilst still wishing to think of God as summum ens, and this 
problem is as much a problem for faith as it is for metaphysics. 

We have here, however, only a hint. What happens in the 
carrying through of this medieval problem is made explicit in the 
1931 lecture course on division 0 of Aristotle's Metaphysics. Here 
Heidegger makes explicit the problem in its formulation, and 
shows both how Aquinas avoids the problem and how this 
avoidance results in an impasse and an indeterminacy. 

33 Heidegger adopts this position as early as 1928 in the lecture Phiinomenologie und 
Theologie (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1928; English translation by James Hart and John 
Maraldo, "Phenomenology and Theology," in The Piety o(Thinking [Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1976]), where he envisages "ontology" as acting as a "corrective" to the 
ontic sciences, amongst which must be included Theology. Cf. p. 30 (trans., p. 19): "Die 
Ontologie fungiert demnach nur als ein Korrektiv des ontischen, und zwar vorchristlichen 
Gehaltes der theologischen Grundbegriffe. Hier bleibt aber zu beachten: diese Korrektion ist 
nicht begriindend"; "Here one must note this correction is not grounding?' (my translation). 
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In the Middle Ages, the analogia entis which nowadays has sunk again to the 
level of a catchword played a role, not as a question of being but as a 
welcomed means of formulating a religious conviction in philosophical terms. 
The God of Christian belief, although the creator and preserver of t/le world, 
is altogether different and separate from it; but he is being [Seiende] in the 
highest sense, the summum ens; creatures infinitely different from him are 
nevertheless also being [seiend], ens finitum. How can ens infinitum and ens 
finitum both be named ens, both be thought in the same concept, "being"? 
Does the ens hold good only tequivoce or univoce, or even analogice? They 
rescued themselves from this dilemma with the help of analogy, which is not 
a solution but a formula. 34 

There are two things to note. First, here in 1931 Heidegger was 
carrying out a distinction between the Seinsfrage and the God of 
Christian faith in exactly the same way as in the Zurcher Seminar 
in 1951. Second, the appeal to analogy in some sense safeguards 
faith as such in that the appeal to analogy is not truly a statement 
of metaphysics, it is merely "playing a role." It both represents 
and, as this representation, also forestalls determining the God of 
faith metaphysically, in which a purely univocal understanding of 
being, ens commune (das Seiende "allgemeine," uberhaupt) 
subsumes and determines God. 

How (for Heidegger at least) might Aquinas have achieved 
this? In other words, how does analogy stand with esse? By an 
appeal not to ens but to esse commune. To the Summa question 
"whether any created thing might be like God," Aquinas replies 
that there are numerous ways that one thing can be like another, 
and lists them. Similitude to God, however, is of a different order 
from similitude between things, and is similitude specifically and 

34 "Im Mittelalter hat die analogia entis-die heute wieder als Schlagwort verkauft 
wird-eine Rolle gespielt, aber nicht als Seinsfrage, sondern als ein willkommenes Mittel 
dazu, eine Glaubensiiberzeugung mit philosophischen Ausdriicken zu formulieren. Der Gott 
des chrisdichen Glaubens, obzwar Schopfer und Erhalter der Welt, ist schlechthin von dieser 
verschieden und getrennt; er ist aber das im hochsten Sinne Seiende, das summum ens; seiend 
sind aber auch die von ihm unendlich verschiedenen Geschopfe, das ens finitum. Wie kann 
ens infinitum und ens finitum beides ens genannt, beides im selben Begriff 'Sein' begriffen 
werden? Gilt das ens nur requivoce oder univoce, oder eben analogice? Man hat sich aus der 
Schwierigkeit gerettet mit Hilfe der Analogie, die keine Losung ist, sondern eine Formel" 
(Martin Heidegger, Aristoteles: Metaphysik E> 1-3, Gesamtausgabe Band 33 [Frankfurt: 
Klostermann, 1981), 46; English translation by Walter Brogan and Peter Warnek,Aristotle's 
Metaphysics E> 1-3 [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995)). 
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only in virtue of a thing's being. This kind of similitude is "only 
according to some sort of analogy, as existence is common to all 
[sicut ipsum esse est commune omnibus]. In this way all created 
beings are like God as the first and universal principle of all 
being. "35 In this sense beings are in virtue of being-caused, and 
not beings but being-caused is in virtue of the being of God. Esse 
commune is therefore, when understood in relation to God, 
understood as esse analogice. In relation to things it is not their 
logical unity (ens commune) but their common being-caused. In 
his Commentary on the Divine Names (of Dionysius) Aquinas 
makes a number of distinctions concerning esse commune. First, 
esse commune is not a merely mental or logical construct; it really 
inheres in things. 36 Second, created beings depend on esse 
commune, but not God. Esse commune depends on God. In this 
sense we understood that beings are not grounded in God, but 
beings are grounded in being-caused, which is in consequence of 
God, thereby protecting God from dependency on beings, and 
separating beings from a formal or univocal dependence on God. 
Rudi te V elde notes that 

esse commune coincides with created being. The 'commune' is added in order 
to distinguish the being that all beings have in common from the divine being 
that is self-subsistent and therefore radically distinct from all other things. The 
reason for making this distinction is to exclude the pantheistic error which 
might arise from the thesis that God is "being" without any addition.37 

35 "sed secundum aliqualem analogiam, sicut ipsum esse est commune omnibus. Et hoc 
modo ilia 
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Third, although things participate in esse commune, God does not 
participate in esse commune but rather the reverse, esse commune 
is that way in which created things participate in God. Fran 
O'Rourke's extensive investigation into esse commune· and its 
dependence as a formulation on Dionysius concludes "It would 
appear evident that ... ipsum esse commune is identical with St. 
Thomas' notion of actus essendi, the intimate act of existing 
which is at the heart of every reality."38 

Earlier in the Aristotle lectures Heidegger had argued that 
analogy as a "formula" is also a "stringent aporia," which is no 
answer to the Seinsfrage but actually the mark of its not being 
asked at all, and that it represents an "impasse in which ancient 
philosophy, and along with it all subsequent philosophy right up 
to today, is enmeshed."39 In this sense it is both a figure for 
metaphysics as a history, and a figure of Christianity's lack of 
need of metaphysics for faith. 

Is this the same as saying that with the notion of analogy 
Aquinas frees God from being, esse? To some extent at least, this 
question asks about the extent to which Aquinas's and Aristotle's 
understandings of analogy are the same. Heidegger pointed out 
elsewhere that the enquiry into causes is an enquiry primarily 
guided not by metaphysics but by faith, because faith dictates that 
God as causa prima is also creator of the world. 40 He concludes, 
"Thus prima philosophia is knowledge of the highest cause, of 
God as the creator-a train of thought which was completely 
alien to Aristotle in this form. "41 

38 O'Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, l43f. His whole 
discussion may be found in chapter 6, "Dionysian Elements in Aquinas' Notion of Being." 

39 "(die) Ausweglosigkeit, in der das antike Philosophieren und damit alles nachfolgende 
bis heute eingemauert ist" (Heidegger, Aristoteles, 46). 

40 "Im hiichsten Sinne ist etwas erkannt, wenn ich auf die letzte Ursache zuriickgehe, auf 
die causa prima. Diese aber ist, wie durch den Glauben gesagt wird, Gott als Schiipfer der 
Welt" (Martin Heidegger, Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik: Welt, Endlichkeit, Einsamkeit, 
Gesamtausgabe Band 29/30 [Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1983], 71f.). 

41 "Also ist die prima philosophia Erkenntnis der hiichsten Ursache, Gones als des 
Schiipfers-ein Gedankengang, der Aristoteles in dieser Form vollkommen fernlag" (ibid.). 
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B) Beyond Being 

Jean-Luc Marion has continued to ask "does specµlative 
Christian theology as understood in its exemplars-and in this 
context I am of course thinking primarily of St. Thomas 
Aquinas-belong to metaphysics in the strict sense, or has it been 
a response to the specific conceptual demands of the Revelation 
which gave rise to it?"42 With the publication of his Dieu sans 
l'etre he made his now renowned attack on St. Thomas, 
suggesting that Aquinas's denomination of God as ipsum esse is 
determined out of God as ens and so determined "before the 
doctrine of divine names, hence of analogy."43 He concluded, 
"can one not hazard that, according to what Saint Thomas 
himself freely insinuates, the ens, related to 'God' as his first 
name, indeed could determine him as the ultimate-idol?"44 This 
troublesome statement led him in the Pref ace to the English 
edition, God without Being, to say (without much explanation), 
"even when he thinks God as esse, Saint Thomas nevertheless 
does not chain God either to Being or to metaphysics. "45 This is 
less of a retraction than it seems. No medieval metaphysician 
worth his salt would have chained God to being or metaphysics, 
which is not at all to say that he would not earnestly have sought 
to chain the being of things (and so metaphysics) to God. If esse 
commune is precisely that which in St. Thomas protects God from 
being chained to the finitude of creatures, it is also the figure of 
how creatures are formally dependent on God. In January 1995 

42 "La theologie speculative chretienne, entendue clans ses figures exemplaires (et en ce 
lieu je songe evidemment d'abord saint Thomas d'Aquin) appartient-elle a la metaphysique 
prise au sens strict, ou a-t-elle repondu aux exigences conceptuelles propres de la Revelation 
qui l' a provoquee?" Uean-Luc Marion, "Metaphysique et Phenomenologie: Une releve pour 
la Theologie," Bulletin de Litterature Ecclesiastique 94, no. 3 [1993): 21f.). 

41 "!'apprehension thomiste de DiXeu comme ipsum esse, done sa denomination a partir 
de I' ens intervient, clans l'ordre des raisons, avant que ne se constitue la doctrine des noms 
divins, done de l'analogie" (Marion, Dieu sans /'etre, 120). 

44 "ne peur-on pas risquer que, selon ce que saint Thomas lui-meme se laisse aller a 
insinuer, l'ens pourrait bien, rapporte a 'Dieu' comme son premier nom, en fixer 
l'ultime-idole?" (ibid., 122). 

45 Marion, God without Being, xxii. 
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Marion retracted his attack on St. Thomas altogether.46 Has 
Marion arrived in his retraction at the same place from where 
Heidegger began? How did he achieve this retraction? . 

Whereas Marion can say "if the doctrine of Thomas Aquinas 
could assimilate itself to an onto-theo-logy ... ",47 Heidegger 
could not. For Heidegger there are not onto-theo-logies, only 
onto-theo-logy as that figure of the concealment of being which, 
while on the one hand it determines God in a particular direction, 
is yet on the other also the name for the impasse of metaphysics 
and the name of the history of being itself, when understood as 
metaphysics. For Heidegger the question concerning Aquinas is 
solely how what he says stands in relation to onto-theo-logy. 
What is revealed here is a fundamentally different perspective 
from Marion's. Heidegger is concerned to illustrate how the God 
of faith becomes subordinated to metaphysics, whilst admitting 
that the subordination has not been decisive for faith, at least in 
the case of Aquinas. Marion, however, is concerned to free God 
from a metaphysics that he has already accepted as decisive. 
Having so decisively freed Aquinas from metaphysics, he is unable 
to show how he genuinely relates to it, and so whether and how 
Aquinas's understanding belongs to the history of being. This 
places Marion in an unfortunate position as one who still wishes 
to appeal to the history of being as a critique of Nihilism. For, 
like so many "post-modern" theologians, he is thereby 
incapacitated from showing how the God of revelation and the 
world to whom God is revealed belong together. 

Based on his reading of Aquinas, Marion argues that the 
concept of analogy evades the force of esse commune and in fact 
works in the opposite direction to it. He concludes, "Analogy is 
scarcely the tangential univocity of esse commune, but on the 
contrary opens the space where all univocity of being is 

46 "Thomas d'Aquin recuse done absolument le premier critere d'une onto-theo-logie en 
general: ('inscription de 'Dieu' dans la champ metaphysique unifie par l'etant, voire par un 
meme concept d'etant" Gean-Luc Marion, "Saint Thomas d'Aquin et l'onto-theo-logie," 
Revue Thomiste 95, no. 1 Uanvier-Mars 1995]: 45). 

47 "Si la doctrine de Thomas d'Aquin pouvait s'assimiler a une onto-theologie ... "(ibid., 
33; emphasis added). 
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exploded. "48 Despite earlier in his article having explained the 
Thomist revision of Dionysius's conception, he simply fails to 
show how esse commune and analogy work together precisely to 
provide the impasse that might free Aquinas's faith from his 
conceptuality. 

Marion's stress on the separation of esse commune and esse 
divinum in Aquinas means that he is driven towards an assertion 
that esse divinum is construed in an exclusively negative sense; 
this leads him to conclude his retraction by an appeal solely to 
God as "luminous darkness." Marion's critics have remained 
skeptical as to the extent to which he has really understood 
Aquinas. Brian Shanley makes the pertinent point "Marion's 
reading simply cannot be reconciled with Aquinas's position that 
certain terms can be predicated of God positively and 
substantially (though non-quidditatively) through analogy. "49 The 
question is not decided in the separation of esse divinum and esse 
commune. In their being brought together analogice nothing is 
decided for metaphysics. 

How then should Heidegger's reading of Aquinas be 
understood? For Heidegger Aquinas's God is determined out of 
the historical unfolding of metaphysics but is not finally 
determined by metaphysics. If Heidegger demands to be shown 
what esse actually means in Aquinas, he is being ironical, because 
for Heidegger esse commune and esse analogice (what he refers to 
as analogia entis)50 are already indeterminate at the point where 
Aquinas receives them and applies them as a solution to the 
problem of univocity in medieval metaphysics. The indeterminacy 
is not in the counterposition of God as ipsum esse subsistens and 
ens infinitum with ens finitum but in the fact that the analogical 
relationship of beings and God is already indeterminable. Esse is 

48 "L'analogie ne gere pas l'univocite tangentielle de 1'esse commune, mais ouvre au 
contraire l'espace ou toute univocite d'etre doit exploser" (ibid., 44). 

49 Brian J. Shanley, 0.P., "St. Thomas Aquinas, Onto-Theology and Marion," The 
Thomist 60 (1996): 623. 

so This phrase has the feeling of having always been a description of Aquinas's position. 
In fact Hans Urs von Balthasar attributes it exclusively to the twentieth-century German 
theologian Erich Pryzwara in 1932 and suggests that it has no prior history to him; see Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, Karl Barth: Darstellung und Deutung seiner Theologie (Koln: Hegner 
Verlag, 1951), chap. 4. 
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indeterminate in advance of Aquinas, and Aquinas relies on this 
indeterminacy for the sake of faith. The irony is still more 
emphasized as a demand made of a Jesuit to explicate a 
Dominican's thinking, as this understanding of Aquinas is 
(ironically at least) achieved through the incontrovertibly 
metaphysical position of the Jesuit Suarez.51 

Of greater interest should be the question of why Aquinas 
appeals to the metaphysical conception of being, esse, in the first 
place. What understandiilg of being led the medievals to want to 
chain being to God? It is not possible to do anything more than 
sketch an answer here, an answer that has entirely to do with the 
intellection (intelligere, VOE ( v) of being. This is somewhat clearer 
if the dispute between Caputo and O'Rourke is recalled con­
cerning the meaning of esse commune. While Caputo argues that 
it is purely an intellection, O'Rourke demonstrates that while it 
can be an intellection, it also must and does refer to the reality of 
beings; it is an "esse inhaerens." For Dionysius, the relation 
between knowing and God is clearly explicated in chapter 7 of De 
Divinis Nominibus. The question is how we approach God. 
Dionysius stresses that we do not know God in his nature 
(<j>uaEwc;). He is not one of the things that are, he cannot be 
understood, words cannot contain him, and no name can lay hold 
of him. In this sense he "is" beyond being. Dionysius adds, "the 
most divine knowledge of God, that which comes through 
unknowing, is achieved in a union far beyond mind, when the 
mind turns away from all things, even from itself. "52 I do not 
want to underestimate the force of Dionysius's notion of "beyond 
being" (unf:p navTa Ta OVTa, unEpoua(ac;). O'Rourke interprets 
Dionysius's use of the term "non-being" (ouK ovTwv) in a way 
guided by Maximus, "The interpretation of non-being as referring 

51 I might be accused of simply reading too much into the text. That this is not so, 
however, is indicated by Heidegger's own comparison of Aquinas and Suarez in the 1929 
lecture course published as volume 29/30 of the Gesamtausgabe. In§ 14 he says, "Thomas and 
medieval philosophy ... are important only to a lesser extent for the development of modern 
metaphysics ... direct influence ... was exercised by one theologian and philosopher ... the 
Spanish Jesuit Franz Suarez." 

52 "Kat EaT!Y 
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to God and to formless matter is generally espoused by 
Dionysius's commentators and would appear to be correct."53 

This is confusing. When applied to God, non-being can be a 
figure for beyond-being, but not in the sense of non-being as 
formless matter. This is confirmed in the Mystica Theologia when 
Dionysius says, "[God as Cause] falls neither within the predicate 
of non-being nor of being. "54 God is as unknowable because he 
does not exist, he exceeds existence. 

Aquinas concurs with this insofar as what is at issue is finite 
knowledge of God. He considers the objection that God is 
non-existent and beyond existence, "as Dionysius says." It follows 
from this that God exists as "above all that exists" and is in this 
sense alone non-existent. Hence it follows not that he cannot be 
known, but that he exceeds every kind of knowledge. 55 Still more 
importantly, to know and to be are the same, "everything is 
knowable according as it is actual. "56 God is comprehensible 
absolutely, but only to any finite being in proportion to its 
capacity to know. God, therefore, as infinite alone knows himself. 
God is omniscient. The assertion that God is ipsum esse is in part 
a defense of his (metaphysical) attributes as summum ens and 
causa omnium. Dionysius, in contrast, seeks only to show that 
God is the cause of all that is, and has no concept of God as 
highest being. In this sense, Dionysius's position is less overtly in 
consequence of metaphysics than is Aquinas's. 

O'Rourke notes, "whereas for Dionysius it is a hindrance to 
our discovery of God that human knowledge is oriented towards 
finite beings, this for Aquinas is the very foundation of our 
natural disclosure of God. Through the notion of being, and via 
its analogous value, our certitude of his existence is existentially 

53 O'Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 82. 
54 "oulit TO TWV OUK OVTWV, oulit Tl TWV OVTWV foTiv" (Dionysius, Mystica Theo logia [PG 

3:1040]). 
ss "(3) Sed Deus non existens, sed supra existentia, ut Dionysius <licit. Ergo non est 

intelligibilis, sed est supra omnem intellectum .... ad tertium dicendum quod Deus non sic 
dicitur non existens, quasi nullo modo sit existens: sed quia est supra omne existens, 
inquantum est suum esse" (Aquinas, STh I, q. 12, a. 1). 

56 "cum unumquodque sit cognoscibile secundum quod est in actu" (ibid.). 
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grounded. "57 Aquinas, unlike Dionysius, makes no appeal to 
"un-knowing" as that which leads to what is un-being. 

What is Heidegger's understanding of the grounding 9f finite 
predications infinitely in and of God? His consideration of 
Aristotle's discussion of ouvaµ1c; in the Metaphysics reveals an 
"inner essential togetherness of withdrawal and notness to the 
essence of force." This he names as "finitude" (Endlichkeit). 58 He 
adds: 

Where there is force and power, there is finitude. Hence God is not powerful 
and "all-powerfulness" (omnipotence) is, properly thought, a concept that 
dissolves like all its companions into thin air and the unthinkable. Or 
otherwise, if God is powerful, he is finite and in any case something other than 
that which is thought in the common representation of God who can do 
anything and so is belittled to an omnipresence.59 

Here we have the answer to the question of whether God and 
being can ever be the same or thought in any kind of equation for 
Heidegger. Being itself is finite. To think God in terms of being 
is to impose limit and finitude on God. Heidegger had said earlier 
in the same lecture course that "Meister Eckhart ... says God 'is' 
not at all because 'being' is a finite predicate and absolutely 
cannot be said of God. "60 

In this consideration of Heidegger's critique of theology as 
"theiology" it remains only to consider the question of "cause." 
Again, I am limited solely to a sketch. Thought metaphysically, 
God is variously the "cause" or "ground" of beings. Heidegger 

57 O'Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 56. 
58 "die innere Wesenszugehorigkeit des Entzugs und der Nichtigkeit zum Wesen der 

Kraft" (Heidegger, Aristoteles, 158). 
59 "Wo Kraft und Macht, da Endlichkeit. Daher ist Gott nicht machtig und 'Allmacht' ist, 

recht gedacht, ein Begriff, der wie alle seine Genossen sich in Dunst auflost und nicht zu 
denken ist. Oder aber, wenn der Gott machtig ist, dann ist er endlich und jedenfalls etwas 
anderes als das, was die gemeine Vorstellung von Gott denkt, der alles kann und so zu einem 
Allerweltswesen herabgewiirdigt wird" (ibid.). 

60 "Gott 'ist' iiberhaupt nicht, weil 'Sein' ein endliches Pradikat ist und von Gott gar nicht 
gesagt werden kann" (ibid., 46). Heidegger notes that this is the thinking of the early Eckhart, 
and we might add possibly the Eckhart of the Qutestiones Parisiensis. It is difficult to see how 
it could be the Eckhart of the Prologi to the Opus Tripartitum with its opening to each 
division "Esse est Deus . .. " (in Opera Latina 2, ed. Hildebrand Bascour [Rome: Sancta 
Sabina, 1935], 12.) 
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describes as the metaphysical figure of God as first cause the 
Spinozan and Suarezian phrase causa sui. 61 In Zur Sache des 
Denkens he understands this phrase as "that theological moment 
of metaphysics, which consists in the fact that the summuin ens as 
causa sui accomplishes the grounding of all beings as such. "62 

Elsewhere he describes the causa sui as the metaphysical 
representation of the being of beings-in other words being (das 
Sein) as such is concealed in favor of the beingness (Seiendheit) of 
beings (die Seienden) conceded solely as God. 63 For Heidegger, 
being (das Sein) can never ground individual beings (das Seiende). 
Indeed, the being of beings-the "ontological difference"-is 
understood variously as an Ab-grund and the inner finitude of 
beings. Being itself is, in its belonging together with the nothing, 
das Nichts, finite and finitude. The question concerning being, 
however, opens up that being whose being it is to be as the place 
where the ontological difference takes place: Dasein, the human 
being. 

It is the crudest error to conceive the ontological difference in 
Aquinas as the difference between God (as some kind of "infinite" 
being-in-general) and finite beings-contra the strictly meta­
physical positions of Descartes, Leibniz, etc., where the 
ontological difference is posited in exactly this way. As I have 
already indicated, it is precisely to prevent this error that Aquinas 
employs the term "esse commune." The ontological difference in 
Aquinas must be understood as that difference represented by the 
distinction between esse commune, being in general, and any 
given ens, or individual being. Does Aquinas thereby escape 
metaphysics? No, because esse commune as far as the being of 

61 Cf. also Descartes, Meditationes, 49. In Zur Sache des Denkens (fiibingen: Niemeyer, 
1969), p. 36, Heidegger actually attributes the phrase causa sui to the 24 Metaphysical Theses 
of Leibniz which he lists at the end of the piece Die Metaphysik als Geschichte des Seins, in 
Nietzsche 2:454 (English translation by Joan Stambaugh, Metaphysics as History of Being, in 
The End of Philosophy [San Francisco: Harper, 1973], 49££.). 

62 "Das theologische Moment der Metaphysik gemeint, dies also, daB das summum ens 
als causa sui die Begriindung alles Seienden als solchen leistet" (Heidegger, Zur Sache das 
Denkens, 36). 

63 Martin Heidegger, Identitiit und Differenz (Pfullingen: Gunther Neske Verlag, 1957), 
51; English translation by Joan Stambaugh, Identity and Difference (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1969; republished, 1974). 
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individual finite beings is concerned operates rather as 
"beingness" (Seiendheit) and so is enmeshed in the language of 
(medieval) metaphysics, but because· esse commune, as far as the 
being of God is concerned is as esse analogice, this 
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Ockham's position is in fact the radical assertion of interiority. 67 

Gillespie notes that "Ockham even cites Augustine's claim that the 
greatest certainty is the certainty that 'I know that I am living. "'68 

Put like this, Descartes's cogito ergo sum is but a short step 
away-indeed (and Gillespie would not be the first to hint 
towards it) the question remains whether Augustine or Ockham 
and not only Descartes is the founder of modern subjectivity. 

In fact caution needs to be exercised, not least because it is not 
at all self-evident that "living" is the same as "thinking" in the 
sense that it would have at all been intelligible for Augustine that 
I might "live" apart from creation. The radical departure signified 
by Ockham and brought to fruition by Descartes is that "to live" 
is possible apart from world or creation such that world or 
creation then becomes an object (or a domain of objects) which 
has to be explained subsequent to my discovery that I live, rather 
than being the conditioning possibility for any explanation at all. 
More important still, my "to live" is the only thing I might 
explain apart from God (assuming my radical dependence on his 
will), which means that even in the face of an omnipotent God, 
my "I live" (I think) is the only thing of which I might be certain 
irrespective of the omnipotence of God. The most radical aspect 
of Ockham's formulation is that in its denial of the meaning of 
creation, God comes to be understood as a being apart from any 
human being, and most particularly apart from me. Ockham 
prepares the way for God to become an "object" of theological 
investigation. The very separation of the human from the divine 
in this way (with its concomitant devaluation of creation) actually 
has the effect of bringing Creator and creature under the same 
determination, that of "being." 

67 If we understand "radical dependence" as "valuation," then it becomes clear how 
remarkably Ockham's God prefigures the Nietzschean Subject as that one who, in the 
revaluation of all values, gives value to things and so makes them what they are. This is not 
so extravagant a claim if one recalls Gillespie's suggestion that for Ockham we are no more 
than ideas in the mind of God. If such a God is declared dead, then we are the ones who 
undertake the valuation. 

68 Gillespie, Nihilism before Nietzsche, 19. 



398 LAURENCE PAUL HEMMING 

This is exactly the position arrived at by Duns Scotus in De 
Metaphysica. 69 Scotus says (§3), "for God is not known to us 
naturally unless being is uni vocal to the created and uncreated." 
This leads him to conclude (§4) that "thus it follows that if some 
being is finite, then some being is infinite." Finally (§5), we learn 
that "being is the subject and God is the end of Metaphysics." 
This demonstrates conclusively that the pos1t10n often 
erroneously ascribed to Aquinas is in fact held by Duns 
Scotus-that God is known by way of an enquiry into being (ens), 
and therefore that God as univocal primum ens is the same as 
being (which for St. Thomas the whole doctrine of analogy was 
set up to avoid), and therefore that God is understood as 
summum ens, and ens finis. It also shows that for Scotus God is 
not subsumed under being where being is a separate (and so 
higher) category from God, but that God as highest (infinite) 
being subsumes all created things as univocally dependent on 
God. Whereas it can be argued that Dionysius and Aquinas used 
the language of metaphysics to work out an understanding of 
God, with Scotus and Ockham the question of the nature of God 
comes to be worked out solely as a metaphysics. 

Aquinas continues to maintain that nothing can be said 
(known) concerning the essence of God in itself-God (and God's 
essence) is known only through God's effects (i.e., in creation). 
This means that insofar as Aquinas is enquiring into God through 
an enquiry into being, esse, being is still understood as creation, 
or created being. It is certainly debatable that Suarez's and 
Cajetan's reading of Aquinas rendered "Thomism" as a 
metaphysics. 

In consequence of nominalism, therefore, being then ceases to 
mean being-created, which means it ceases in any sense to explain 
creation except as a formal, logical, dependence. 70 The bringing 

69 See Allan Wolter, trans., Duns Scotus: Philosophical Writings (Hackett, Cambridge, 
1987), 1-13. 

70 This is, I grant, a slight simplification. Dionysius resolved this question in the Divine 
Names and Mystical Theology by speaking of God as 
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about of God as a being means the bringing about of one who can 
also be declared to be dead, and it means simultaneously the 
bringing about of an object who lies 
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theology which is opposed to "theiology."72 This is less shocking 
than it sounds. That God might not exist, but possess essence, is 
an open question for at least some medieval theologians-a 
question open enough for Aquinas to believe he has to 
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The last God has its most unique singularity, and stands outside each reckoning 
determination which the titles "mono-theism," "pan-theism" and "atheism" 
intend. Monotheism and all kinds of theism come about as that 
Judaeo-Christian "apologetic" which takes for granted the thinking of 
metaphysics. With the death of God all theisms collapse. 75 

So for Heidegger, all theisms, including atheisms, are 
determinations of the same thing: metaphysics. In what way? The 
key is the word verrechnenden, which I have rendered as 
"reckoning." Throughout his work, Heidegger locates this word 
firmly within the province of two thinkers in particular. The first 
is Leibniz, the second, Nietzsche. For Leibniz, verrechnenden and 
other compounds of the verb rechnen translate in one way the 
Latin ratio, which in English we normally translate as "reason." 
To reckon means to think, but to think in a particular way, to 
total-up, to count, to give account, to do accounting, to undertake 
that thinking which is mathesis as certainty. Heidegger's reading 
of Nietzsche's use of rechnen, ratio also bears this meaning, but 
becomes still more weighty, for reckoning thinking is that 
thinking which values, e-valuates, produces value, which cul­
minates in the devaluation of the uppermost values and 
revaluation of all values.76 Metaphysical thinking is that reck­
oning thinking which produces all theisms, including atheisms. 
The Judaeo-Christian apologetic is subsumed within this 
thinking-theology as traditionally conceived is metaphysics. 
With Nietzsche's madman's proclamation of the death of God 
(re-echoed throughout Also sprach Zarathustra), metaphysical 
thinking is seen for the first time as that thinking which speaks of 
God as a being, an existence, that renders and reckons the "thing" 
God as an object, a reckoning reckoned by a subject; this is the 

75 "Der letzte Gott hat seine einzigste Einzigkeit und steht auRerhalb jener verrechnenden 
Bestimmung, was die Titel 'Mono-theismus,' 'Pan-theismus' und 'A-theismus' meinen. 
'Monotheismus' und alle Arten des 'Theismus' gibt es erst seit der jiidisch-christlichen 
'Apologetik,' die die 'Metaphysik' zur denkerischen Voraussetzung hat. Mit dem Tod dieses 
Gottes fallen alle Theismen dahin" (ibid., 411). 

76 Cf. Martin Heidegger, Vom Wesen des Grundes, 1929, republished in Wegmarken 
(Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1967), 21-72; English translation by T. Malick, The Essence of 
Reasons (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1969. Cf. also the lecture course 
given in 1955/56 as Der Satz vom Grund; and idem, "Der europaische Nihilismus,'' in 
Nietzsche 2:31-256. 
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God who appears not in the realm of being (alluded to in the 
Zurcher Seminar) but in the subject-object distinction. 

Such a God is dead, says Heidegger, and yet after paying due 
attention to the death of God, he goes on to speak of 'another 
God, der letzte Gott, who defies all reckoning and determination. 
Heidegger reminds us that das Letzte does not simply mean the 
(temporal) last, but more importantly the outermost, the most 
distant, the furthest away, but also the newest, the latest (in the 
sense of Latin novissimus)-a God, perhaps about whom nothing 
can be said? If Heidegger can say nothing of God-which means 
here, if he can say the Nothing in connection with God, if he can 
contradict the medieval dictum ex nihilo nihil fit ("out of nothing 
nothing comes"), the "highest reason" of a Deus positivus, and 
bring God into an approximation with nothing so that he can 
speak of the outermost of God-if he can do this and we can hear 
it, might we be approaching Heidegger's God? 

The question therefore becomes, how did this dead God come 
first to life? Heidegger prints in the opening lecture series of his 
two volumes on Nietzsche a prescript, itself a quotation from 
Nietzsche's Der Antichrist: "Well-nigh two thousand years and 
not a single new God!"77 This might almost be the "Leitwort," the 
guiding thought of Heidegger's reading of Nietzsche. In the last 
of the actual lectures on Nietzsche (not published with the others 
in 1961), Heidegger calls this phrase "the one word that should 
indicate to us Nietzsche's basic-experience and basic­
determination. "78 This word, then, begins and ends the Nietzsche 
lecture courses. It sums them up. It is therefore important to 
understand what this word says. But Heidegger normally says that 
"Nietzsche's word is 'Gott ist tot'."79 

77 "Zwei J ahrtausende beinahe und nicht ein einziger neuer Gott!" (Heidegger, Nietzsche 
1:11). 

78 "Das eine Wort, das uns Nietzsches Grunderfahrung und Grundstimmung andeuten 
soil, lautet 'Zwei Jahrtausende .. .'" (Martin Heidegger, 1. Nietzsches Metaphysik; 2. 
Einleitung in die Philosophie Denken und Dichten, Gesamtausgabe Band 50 [Frankfurt: 
Klostermann, 1990], 107). 

79 Cf. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsches Wort "Gott ist Tot," in Holzwege (Frankfurt: 
Klostermann, 1952); English translation by W. Lovitt, "The Word of Nietzsche 'God is 
Dead,'" in The Question Concerning Technology (New York: Harper and Row 1977), 
53-114: "(Nachweise) Die Hauptteile wurden 1943 in kleineren Kreisen wiederholt 



HEIDEGGER'S GOD 403 

Are there then two words of Nietzsche? Heidegger says in the 
Nietzsche lectures, "The word 'God is dead' is not an atheistic 
doctrinal principle, but the formula for the basic 
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gravity."82 Das Ereignis in Nihilism is the death of God, in which 
the ground becomes groundless and weightless, it floats off. This 
has the effect of depriving things of their weight. Nihilism is 
therefore also the experience of the coming about of "ground" or 
"basis" as something other than God. What could this be? The 
"weightiest" of thoughts, and the hardest (das grof5te Schwer­
gewicht) 83 is the eternal recurrence of the same. In relation to 
"beings as a whole," the eternal recurrence of the same is the 
securing of all things' as the permanentizing of presence, "being" 
secured in terms of "becoming," "grounding" secured in the (now 
omnipotent, "powerful") Subject. 

"God" as the "ground of all things" (in Leibniz, Descartes, and 
Plato) is the inverse of this, the securing of all things, everything 
that becomes, in consequence of what most is, God. Becoming is 
secured in terms of being. Here, therefore, is the explanation why 
for Heidegger, Nietzsche's Nihilism is a movement that is above 
all a countermovement (Gegenbewegung), 84 and "inverted 
Platonism." 

Let us recapitulate. The word of Nietzsche "God is dead" is 
that Ereignis which is the Ereignis of Nihilism itself, determined 
by both the will to power and the eternal return of the same, 
which comes about as the Ereignis of the demand for a 
devaluation of the uppermost values and the revaluation of all 
values, and is the negation of every "something," which means 
the Ereignis of the negation of beings as a whole, God. This 
Ereignis brings to light the circular movement which is the 
completion, the Vollendung (fulfillment) of Western metaphysics. 
Always in these Ereignisse there are two contrary movements 
taking place from the perspective of a (third) place, a site. For at 
the same time as the will to power, the eternal return of the same, 
the death of God, and the basic experience and determination of 
Nihilism come about and are seen for what they are for the first 
time in Nietzsche's philosophy, so also is the possibility of the 
overturning of Nihilism, and the promise of something new, more 

82 "Der Nihilismus ist das Ereignis des Schwindens aller Gewichte aus alien Dingen, die 
Tatsache des Fehlens des Schwergewichtes" (ibid., 1:421). 

83 Ibid., 1:323. 
84 Ibid., 1:433f. 
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original, and deeper than went before. This moment, this yielding 
of a site which appears to put the 'I' in question-which means 
that it appears as the very putting of the 'I' into that question 
which is to be asked, the being-question-this alone · is das 
Ereignis. 

We discover what this means in Heidegger's last Nietzsche 
lectures of 1944, already mentioned. In section 6, "Godlessness 
and Worldlessness of Modern Humanity," we learn two things. 
First, this "word" of Nietzsche says "not only, that, as Nietzsche 
has often before pronounced, 'God is dead,' but that for two 
thousand years Europe has been unable to create a new God." 
Heidegger concludes, "So this is a more essential thought of 
Nietzsche's, that the gods are created by humanity."85 He adds a 
little further, "God and the gods are a 'production' (Erzeugnis) of 
humanity."86 He concludes that "for Nietzsche not only are God 
and the gods 'creations' of humanity, but all, whatever is" is so 
created, "all, what is, is simply an anthropomorphism." Second, 
then, we learn that "in her and himself Man is 'the creating.' 
'Creativity' is the essence of Man (being human). "87 

Humanity as the creative produces the "all," whatever "is" of 
objects. Humanity as creating is the itself-out-of-itself-positing 
subject (sich-auf-sich-selbst-stellenden Subjektes) through which all 
"objects" are determined in their objectivity. We must not 
overlook the sense of "misplacedness" that this "out-of-itself' 
conveys. Heidegger tells us: 

In that Man posits [aufstellen] his essence out of himself, he stands up as self 
in wanting. With this rising-up [Auf-stand] of humanity in willing as 
self-wanting all things first and at the same time come to be objects 
[Gegenstand]. Man in his uprising and the world as object belong together. 
Man stands in rebellion [Aufstand] in the world rendered as an object 

85 "Dies Wort sagt nicht nur, daR, wie Nietzsche es zuvor oft ausgesprochen, 'Gott tot ist,' 
sondern daB Europa seit zwei Jahrtausenden auBerstande gewesen, einen neuen Gott zu 
schaffen. Denn dies ist ein wesentlicher Gedanke Nietzsches, daB die Gotter von den 
Menschen 'geschaffen' werden" (ibid., 2:107). 

86 "Der Gott und die Gotter sind ein 'Erzeugnis' des Menschen" (ibid., 2:108). 
87 "Fiir Nietzsche sind nicht nur der Gott und die Gotter 'Erzeugnisse' des Menschen, 

sondern alles, was ist .... Alles, was ist, ist eine einzige Anthropomorphie. In ihr ist der 
Mensch 'der Schaffende.' 'Das Schopferische' ist das Wesen des Menschen" (ibid., 2:109, 
110). 
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[Gegenstand]. Rebellious [aufstiindische] man permits the world to be only as 
an object [ Gegenstand]. 88 

The essence of this activity of modern humanity in its "creativity" 
is the subject-object distinction. 

III. Aoyoc; AND apx£: SPEAKING AND BEING 

In the anglophone reading and critique of Heidegger especially 
there has been a lingering suspicion that Heidegger's God is just 
that pretension to vastness that haunts the phantasmic enormity 
of the "Being-question." It is for this reason that the third 
interlocutor of the Zurcher Seminar asked the seemingly 
tantalizing question which might be paraphrased "so is your being 
really your God?" It is for this reason above all that Heidegger's 
English translators have loved to translate Das Sein with a capital, 
"Being." Something of this can be found, for instance, in Herbert 
Dreyfus's suggestion that the way to understand Heidegger's God 
is in the same manner as Nietzsche's idea of "politics in the grand 
style"89 or Stanley Corngold's understanding of Heidegger's 
reading of Holderlin that "Heidegger seems to claim that Being 
itself is present, for Holderlin 'speaks the sacred."'9° For these 
interpreters and many others, "Being" is just that looming, 
ectoplastic haunting that might otherwise be figured as the very 
substance of the stench of the decay of Nietzsche's God. Already· 
I have shown that being can never be this vastness, that the 
attempt to unfold the ontological difference is a firmly phe­
nomenological account of finitude, and that, freed from the 
metaphysical shackles of causality, Heidegger's God has a 
compelling claim to be divine. In this Heidegger might be 

88 "Indem der Mensch sein Wesen auf sich selbst stellt, steht er auf in das Wollen seiner 
selbst. Mit diesem Auf-stand des Menschen in den Willen als das Wollen seiner selbst werden 
alle Dinge zugleich und erst zum Gegenstand. Der Mensch im Aufstand und die Welt als 
Gegenstand gehoren zusammen. In der Welt als Gegenstand steht der Mensch im Aufstand. 
Der aufstandische Mensch laRt nur die Welt als Gegenstand zu" (ibid., 2:111). 

89 Herbert Dreyfus, Mixing Interpretation, Religion and Politics: Heidegger's High Risk 
Thinking, The Center for Hermeneutical Studies colloquy61 (Berkeley: Berkeley Theological 
Institute, 1992). 

90 Stanley Corngold, The Fate of the Self (New York: Columbia, 1986), 199. 
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understood as pious, indeed with a lively piety more in touch 
with godliness than any dry love of a summum ens might yield. 
This, surely, is his unspoken claim. In unfolding the history of 
being while still speaking of God, does not Heidegger pubiish his 
piety, which means, does he not share with his readers the God 
he has experienced? 

I have tried in this enquiry to show how Heidegger's God 
comes about in consequence of Heidegger's understanding of the 
death of Nietzsche's God in particular, but also Leibniz's and 
Descartes's and Schelling's God and the death of many other 
gods. There is a sense in which Heidegger is doing no more than 
keeping open a question which otherwise metaphysics formally 
decides. 

In the move to the igitur, the "therefore," which decided for 
us that God is his own existence and not merely his own essence, 
Aquinas notes that saying that God is other than the primum ens, 
the first being, "absurdum est dicere."91 For Aquinas, however, 
primum ens is that Being who is being other than being-created, 
esse commune, which belongs to primum ens by analogy, esse 
analogice. If, in metaphysics, God becomes a being, that being 
upon whom all other beings are (logically, formally) dependent, 
then that bringing God's essence to language in the working out 
of the question of God means God is brought to language as 
primum ens, not just any object, ens, but the object par excellence, 
objectness as such. 

In what way did analogy become the name of an impasse that 
also allows Aquinas to say "Deus est suum esse" without 
rendering God as a being? Heidegger named Aristotelian analogy 
as a fundamental part of the working out of the understanding of 
being in metaphysics in Being and Time (1927),92 where he also 
begins to consider the question of how speaking and being belong 
together. He returns to the dictum of Parmenides "To yap mho 

91 "Si igitur non sit suum esse, erit ens per participationem, et non per essentiam. Non 
ergo erit primum ens: quod absurdum est dicere. Est igitur Deus suum esse, et non solum sua 
essentia" (Aquinas, STh I, q. 3, a. 4). 

92 Martin Heidegger, Sein und 'Zeit (17th ed.; Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1993), §1, in the 
context of a quotation from the Summa Theologiae. 
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vodv EaTt v TE Kai d vm" right up until the end,93 unfolding the 
"speaking (knowing) of being" by investigating the meaning of the 
Greek term 
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other meanings are led back is oucr(a.97 How oucr(a, translated as 
"substance," can be the sustaining and fundamental meaning 
remains obscure, an impasse. Heidegger's interpretation of this 
saying is that to speak of a being is to speak of it in the oeing of 
its being. 

In the course of the lectures Heidegger shows the inner 
relationship of force (ouvaµtc;) to Myoc;, as the determination of 
Myoc; to E:tooc; and not tjcrtc;. To speak of a being brings it to light 
in a particular way, as what it is. This speaking (Myoc;) is that 
speaking-to-oneself that occurs in the laying out and producing 
of a thing (a being) that selects this way and not that way, hence 
a deciding-in-producing that includes within itself the other ways 
of speaking in their concealment (i.e., as the "unsaid" in any given 
being), because the same being could be "said" in different ways. 
There is always in speaking a deciding, a selecting. Speaking is 
therefore in itself a dividedness (Zwiespiiltigkeit) and at the same 
time a finitude, in the sense of the producing-perceiving of a thing 
in its "how" as a this-thing rather than a that-thing and as a finite 
thing. 

Aoyoc; also belongs to being ensouled (Eµl!Juxov), which means 
it belongs to human being. In other words, speaking of a being in 
its being implies that there is one who (here) speaks-even if only 
to her or himself. So Myoc; is not only the "how" of making a 
thing (a being) present, but also the "how" of making a soul 
present at the very same time as the coming about and making 
present of a thing. Speaking is in this sense "comportment" 
(Verhaltnis), the "how" (the mood) of how I and a thing come 
about, futurally. Heidegger claims this is exactly Aquinas's notion 
of ensoulment, where the soul is "ens quod natum est convenire 
cum omne ente. "98 In Heidegger's 1931 investigation of Myoc; he 
simultaneously investigated the term apxtj, which we are apt to 
translate as "origin," in order to show how the horizon of time is 
also at work in all this "coming about." For Heidegger, A.pxtj 
belongs to Myoc; not as its origin (what lies behind and so 

97 "nEpt µE:v ouv upul'Twc; OVTOc; Kat upoc; a m:iam a! clAAaL Kaniyop(m TOG <'lvTOc; 
avaljulpoVTal ElpT]Tal, l!Ept n'jc; oua(ac;" (ibid., 9.1 (1045b25]). 

98 Heidegger, Sein und 'Zeit, 14, quoting Aquinas, De Veritate, q. 1, a. 1. 
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"causes") but its end (what I'm trying to get to, what lies ahead of 
me); it is then a projection, the striving after the thing in its 
being-produced, the "opEKTov" or "projection of what is to be 
produced there, making known of the outward �a�p�p�e�a�r�~�n�c�e�.� "99 

How, therefore, did apxtj as the projected-towards and so named 
and known become understood as "origin" and so later as alT(a, 
"cause"? It is not possible here to do anything more than sketch 
Heidegger's argument in the briefest terms. The apxtj of Myoc; is 
oucr(a, which comes to be named as substance. Butoucr(a thought 
in this way does not mean "substance" at all, but the here­
brought-forward-produced-and-known. It is what occurs in 
consequence of "speaking" (even as a "speaking to myself'); the 
"dragged out from what is ahead of me"; not "presence," but "the 
presencing," as that which is brought into presence, into being. 
Heidegger does not make this explicit in 1931, but later shows, 
with respect to Aristotle's understanding of <j>umc;, that in the two 
meanings of oucr(a, "becoming present" and "being present," 
"being present" takes over and dominates so that "being present" 
becomes "that which always already underlies," later UTTOKE (µEvov 
and substantia as the under-lying (sub-stans), and therefore 
ground. Thus "grounding" becomes "being-caused." Substance as 
such then becomes the "being caused" of all and any given 
"being. " 100 All of this is in consequence of speaking, as the 
"speaking to myself' that knowing is. 

Western thinking names the relation to being of beings in a 
reversal, where the being-present of things takes over and masters 
their "how" of becoming-present in Myoc;, where the I-speaking 
that produces disappears in favor of the already-present of any 
given being in itself. This reversal determines an outcome for 
human being, and also for God. In this reversal the 'I' that 

99 "der Entwurf <lessen, was da hergestellt werden soil, das Kundmachen des Aussehens" 
(Heidegger, Aristoteles Metaphysik e, p. 151). 

100 Cf. Martin Heidegger, "Yorn Wesen und Begriff der +ua1c;, Aristoteles' Physik B, 1," 
in Wegmarken (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1967), 309-72. First published in Milan in 1958 in 
II Pensiero, vol. 3. English translation by T. Sheehan, "On the Being and Conception of 
Physics: Aristotle's Physics B 1," in Man and World vol. 9 (The Hague, 1976). Esp. 
Wegmarken, 343: "wird die Seiendheit zwar als Stiindigkeit begriffen, aber einseitig in der 
Richtung des Zum-voraus-stets-zugrunde-Liegenden. Daher fallt • �~� • das andere 
Wesensmoment der oua(a aus: dieAnwesung." 
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speaks-in-producing disappears in favor of something else, and so 
loses its determination to Myoc;, yet it also retains the trace of its 
origin, understood no longer as the Greek experience of Myoc;, 
but rather as relation. 101 · 

Heidegger never makes this entirely explicit, but it is clear that 
it was his thinking of God that entirely governed his critique. If 
'I' am no longer the being that has and holds myself in Myoc;, 102 

(setting aside for now Heidegger's question "in what way does 
Myoc; have me and hold me in itself''), then I am no longer that 
being whose being it is to come across and speak of the being of 
beings in their being, but rather I discover beings as already 
founded, as already being-present (in a sense as "already spoken," 
but with the meaning of this "already spoken" having been 
covered up to be thought of as "origin" and "being-caused").103 

Put another way, the "real" is not something I produce in 
"speaking," but into which I enter as already "there," already 
other than me, and so from where I am already displaced. 

To discover this "real" as already there conceals the meaning 
of my existence, Dasein, in favor of understanding myself as that 
one who has to account for the origin of what I find (because I do 
not originate it), these beings in their already being-present. Such 
a thinking retains within it the trace of the being of beings and 
their being-known, precisely because in being "already spoken," 
which means now "originated" and "caused," a soul is implied­
an originator, or even a "first cause." 

Moreover, I am transformed from one who reaches into the 
future in order to speak (even to myself) of beings and bring them 
here, now, in their being into one who must reach into the past 
for the origin and primary cause of everything that is, as 
something extraneous to me. 

So if I do not discover myself as that being who brings forth 
and gives these beings to be discovered in the being of their being 
(futurally), then (because being is the same as being-known) there 
must be some other 'I' for whom this has already occurred 

101 Cf. Heidegger, Ein(Uhrung in die Metaphysik, 95. 
lOZ Ibid., 348. 
103 Cf. ibid., 147. 
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(previously). Such an 'I' must be that 'I' who precedes every other 
'I' and explains the origin of '!'-being as such, overall: the 
'!'-being of the God of metaphysics. This is the basis for 
Heidegger's claim that knowing is transcending, and. that in 
metaphysics transcending understood in this way disappeared in 
favor of the already-transcendent, God. God, thought in 
metaphysics, is therefore the trace of my 'I', its universalization. 
Again, for this reason, the God of metaphysics (who is no more 
than human transcendence, an anthropomorphism) can never be 
the God of faith. 

The God of metaphysics is therefore that being who precedes, 
founds, universalizes, and omnitemporalizes every possible being 
and time that my 'I' might ever be-ens, but only as ens 
infinitum; "God" as given in metaphysics, but nothing other than 
a projected and transcendent 'I'; myself, reflected back as wholly 
other than me. 

Nihilism proclaims this 'I' dead, and so open to question. The 
'I' that is this reflection becomes questionable in and as Nihilism. 
As 'I' become questionable in Nihilism, which means as 'I' enter 
the question, God as the universal 'I' is no longer "transcendent" 
being but "dead" in favor of something else transcending. 
Heidegger understands transcendence as a speaking of the being 
of beings. The speaking of the being of beings means different 
things in the history of being. As thought by Aristotle and Plato, 
the speaking of the being of beings means "the relationship 
leading from the changeable being to a being in repose. 
Transcendence, finally ... is that highest being itself which can 
then also be called 'being."'104 Transcendence here, therefore, 
means "being" (in general) thought as "God," beings determined 
out of prior (thus "causal") being, universality sought in a higher 
(meta-, uber-, trans-) sphere. Here, speaking means transcending 
into universality, transcendence experienced and thought as the 
being of beings in metaphysics. This is another way of 
understanding that for Heidegger perceiving and knowing as 
"striving- towards" or the "opEKTov" described earlier are all 

104 "Transzendenz heiBt schlieSich ... hochste Seiende selbst, das dann auch 'das Sein' 
gennant wird" (Heidegger, Wegmarken, 348). 
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what it means to transcend. In other words, knowing, speaking, 
and transcending are all different ways of understanding the same 
thing, the human being (Dasein) in its being (das Sein). �~�t�i�s� for 
this reason that human freedom is "transcending into nothing." 

If God is dead, Dasein, "Ich-heit," "egoity," 'I' find myself as 
that being which transcends in order to be, and which transcends 
into nothing, which is the mark of my finitude and the finitude of 
being. Therefore 'I' as questionable, am questioned, and my 
being-questioned brings me before myself as myself for the first 
time. Questioning is in this sense no different from transcending, 
which means that "knowing" and "speaking" (even to myself) are 
re-connected as two aspects of the same thing, my 'I'. All of this 
is also part of the "conversation" of Dasein with the whole 
history of philosophy. This is a conversation of the human-being 
with himself, that "speaking to oneself' which for Heidegger 
characterizes Myo<;, or what he elsewhere calls the "worlding of 
world. " 105 

CONCLUSION 

When transcendence ceases to mean "highest being" for 
Heidegger, and comes to mean the finitude of being as 
transcending into nothing, then what "nothing" is comes to be 
heard for the first time. When 'I' come into the question, I can 
ask aloud "who now is God?" This question is above all mine, a 
question in consequence of my becoming Dasein, not as an object, 
but as self-existing. It can, in this sense, be a question which, as 
mine, concerns me with faith. 

Heidegger's destructuring of this God simply insists that 
Heidegger's God is no ens, no object. Heidegger's interpretation 
of the Aristotelian/Platonic movement and Nietzsche's counter­
movement is that bringing this God to language objectifies-it 

105 In for instance, the 1949 lectures "Das Ding" and "Die Kehre," published in Vortrage 
und Aufsiitze (Pfullingen: Neske, 1954), 179; and Die Technik und die Kehre (Pfullingen: 
Neske, 1962), 44. English translations, "The Thing" in Poetry Language Thought (New York: 
Harper, 1971), 180; and The Question Concerning Technology (New York: Harper, 1977), 
45. In both cases "worlding of world" relates to the being of God and to das Geviert, the 
"fourfold." 
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"renders," "reckons," or "e-valuates" God as that uppermost 
value which (in such a rendering) calls forth the devaluation of 
the uppermost values and the revaluation. The very briQ.ging of 
this object "God" to life in language brings about such a God as 
already still-born. 

It is for this reason that Heidegger can say in a small work 
entitled Der Feldweg that it is in the "unspoken" in speech that 
God is first God.106 One must not miss the import of the word 
"first." The shift is from primum ens, "first being," to Gott erst 
Gott, "God only God." This shift takes place in a discussion of 
"das Einfache, " 107 the "one-fold" or "simple." So is Heidegger's 
God one, and simple, as has ever been claimed that God is? In 
other words, are we speaking of God's essence here, without 
reference to his supposed existence (as object)? Heidegger's God 
first comes about when no longer ens, hitched to being. This is no 
romantic fancy (as many have been apt to claim) but the fruits of 
a serious and prolonged meditation within the context of the 
European philosophical tradition. 

Such a God, Heidegger says, only "winks" and "hints"108 in 
consequence of the destruction (and here I mean Destruktion, 
Abbau) of metaphysics. Such winking and hinting is lost in speech, 
which objectifies. So what of the translation of die Gottlichen 
which I left untranslated at the beginning of this enquiry? Die 
Gottlichen is that part of the fourfold which is discussed most 
mysteriously in the 1949 lecture to the Bremen Society and later 
published as Das Ding, "The Thing." Here we find the most 
curious things happening-not least where the jug "jugs." In an 

106 Martin Heidegger, Der Feldweg (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1989), 17. First published 
as Der Zuspruch des Feldweges in 1949. English translation by Thomas O'Meara, O.P., "The 
Pathway," Listening 2 (1967): 89. 

107 "Das Einfache verwahrt das Riitsel des Bleibenden und des GroBen. Unvermittelt kehrt 
es bei den Menschen ein und braucht doch ein langes Gedeihen. Im Unscheinbaren des immer 
Selben verbirgt es seinen Segen. Die Weite aller gewachsenen Dinge, die um den Feldweg 
verweilen, spender Welt. Im Ungesprochenen ihrer Sprache ist, wie der alte Lese- und 
Lebemeister Eckhart sagt, Gott erst Gott" (ibid.). 

108 Cf. Heidegger, Beitriige zur Philosophie, §§253-54, esp. p. 408f.: "In der Kehre spielen 
die Winke des letzten Gones als Anfall und Ausbleib der Ankunft und Flucht der GOtter und 
ihrer Herrschaftsstatte." 
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"after-word" appended to the published text as a "letter to a 
young student" Heidegger says, 

The default of God and des Gottlichen is absence. But absence is not nothing; 
rather it is precisely the presence, which must first be appropriated, of the 
hidden fullness and wealth of what has been and what, thus gathered, is 
presencing, of the divine in the world of the Greeks, in prophetic Judaism, in 
the preaching of J esus.109 

What else does this mean except that Heidegger's God 1s no 
longer presence? 

Heidegger says not once but repeatedly throughout his work 
that metaphysics is Anwesenheit, presence. So this absence which 
is not nothing is that which comes after the completion of 
metaphysics, in contrast to the presence, the Deus positivus of 
metaphysics. The fourfold is described as earth and heaven, 
mortals and die Gottlichen. How now are we to translate this 
term left over like a loose thread from the beginning of this 
enquiry? First we must say what die Gottlichen is not. Despite all 
the attempts to say so, it is not gods, or divinities-we have 
already learnt that Heidegger's God belongs in the province of 
the Einfache, the simple, or one-fold. For Heidegger says (in a 
clear allusion to the Beitrage) "die Gottlichen are the hinting 
[winkenden] messengers of godhead. Out of the hidden sway of 
die Gottlichen God emerges as what he is, which removes him 
from any comparison with beings that are present."110 What else 
does this say, but that God is not a being-does not exist-but 
has essence? Die Gottlichen are then neither God, Q.Or a substitute 
for God, nor gods. But their proximation to the emergence of 
God, as what gives the emergence in its coming about, and their 
non-objectivity, non-abjectness, means they belong to God, but 
are not he. There is thus no conflict in Heidegger between speech 

109 "Der Fehl Gottes und des Gottlichen ist Abwesenheit. Allein Abwesenheit ist nicht 
nichts, sondern sie ist die gerade erst anzueignende Anwesenheit der verborgenen Fiille des 
Gewesenen und so versammelt Wesenden, des Gottlichen im Griechentum, im 
Prophetisch-Jiidischen, in der Predigt Jesu" (Heidegger, "Das Ding," 177). 

110 "Die Gottlichen sind die winkenden Boten der Gottheit aus dem verborgenen Walten 
dieser erscheint der Gott in sein Wesen, das ihn jedem Vergleich mit dem Anwesenheit 
entzieht" (ibid., 171). 
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about die Gottlichen (plural) and der Gott (singular). Therefore I 
advance only this translation-lumbering, ugly: die Gott lichen are 
simply "the divinities" or perhaps "the godly-ies," or even 
"sacralisings," that aspect of beings in their being in which God 
might "sich ereignet,"111 bring himself to appear and reveal 
himself. Not God, nor gods, but what in the worlding of world 
hints at God; Norsemen, or Olympians, only insofar as they point 
to something else; things that bring us dose to God. The recovery 
of an understandip.g of such a self-revealing is in consequence of 
the overcoming of metaphysics, which means, of metaphysics 
having come to its full-end. Die Gottlichen are, therefore, in 
consequence of Nietzsche's "word." 

Again it is important to understand that Heidegger is neither 
ruling out nor defining in advance what any given enquiry into 
the God of faith might be, for to do so would be to trespass into 
the ground of theology, which we have already learned he is only 
inclined to, but never actually does. This means that Heidegger is 
only ever carrying out what in Being and Time is named the 
"structural analytic of Dasein" and nothing else throughout his 
work. 

This is the force of the lecture published as Phiinomenologie 
und Theologie, with its opening refusal to discuss philosophy and 
theology as an opposition (while at the same time trying to bring 
into discussion the question of their relation), and the reason why 
the lecture remains in harmony with the "later" Heidegger's 
work--so much so that he can include with the 1970 edition a 
letter from 1964 and the instruction to the reader to pursue (for 
the sake of better understanding what was said in 1928) two of 
the pieces from the Nietzsche lectures considered earlier here. The 
term which has often eluded understanding is "pre-Christian" 
(vorchristliche). One is apt to think of the "pre-Christian" as what 
occurs prior to Christ's coming or, worse still, to interpret all 
time subsequent to the birth of Christ as "Christian" time. For 
Heidegger, however, the question of the "pre-Christian" is 
entirely related to faith, and so not to any universal time, but to 
"my" time, the time of "a" Dasein. So the "pre-Christian" is what 

111 Recalling here the phrase of the Zurcher Seminar. 
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is prior to this human existence's faith in Christ. This may be 
inferred (in Christian terms) to have two moments: one prior to 
baptism (or conversion) and the other prior to formation as a 
Christian person. It may even have a third moment as that being 
of a being which makes conversion possible, which might bear 
conversion, baptism, or being-in-Christ. Such a figuration is 
included in the subsequent life of faith . 

. . . so the Christian occurrence of rebirth raises up [aufgehoben] one's 
pre-faithful, that is, un-faithful (unbelieving) existence .... Indeed, one's pre­
Christian existence is indeed existentially-ontically overcome .... "Overcome" 
does not mean disposed of, but possessed in a new way.112 

One might dare the opinion that this passage, while written 
entirely from the perspective of that form of atheism I have 
identified, yet does no more than preserve the distinction between 
God and any given Christian Dasein. A very medieval 
preoccupation. 

Who, then, is Heidegger's God? In Identitat und Differenz we 
learned that God as causa sui is a God before whom we might 
neither sacrifice nor pray, neither bend the knee nor dance. Might 
we indeed do all these things before Heidegger's God? He says, 
"The god-less thinking which must abandon the god of 
philosophy, god as causa sui, is thus perhaps closer to the divine 
God. Here this means only: god-less thinking is more open to 
Him than onto-theo-logic would like to admit. " 113 

In the Zurcher Seminar Heidegger points to that openness of 
God "so far as he meets human beings" which occurs in the 
dimension of being, so that being itself can never be indicated as 
a predicate for God. For the Christian theologian, at least, how 
does God open himself in the dimension of being? Twice, in 1931 

112 "So liegt <loch im christlichen Geschehen als Wiedergeburt, daE darin die vorglaubige, 
d. i. unglaubige Existenz des Daseins aufgehoben ist . . . . Im Glauben ist zwar 
existenziell-ontisch die vorchristliche Existenz iiberwunden .... iiberwinden besagt nicht 
abstoBen, sondern in neue Verfiigung nehmen" (Heidegger, Phiinomenologie undTheologie, 
29). 

113 "DemgemaE ist das gott-lose Denken, das den Gott der Philosophie, den Gott als Causa 
sui preisgeben mull, dem giittlichen Gott vielleicht naher. Dies sagt hier nur: Es ist freier fiir 
ihn, als es die Onto-Theo-Logik wahrhaben miichte" (Heidegger, Identitiit undDifferenz, 65). 
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and again in 1935, Heidegger alludes to a particular meaning of 
the �M�y�o�~� of St. John's Gospel, without making explicit at all 
what he means.114 Dare we then advance the outrageous v:iew that 
Heidegger's God may be no pagan deity, but could also just be 
that God whose most rigorous claim to orthodoxy is that he 
cannot be spoken, for it is he alone who might speak-might also 
positively and for the first time utter-a Word. And this God, the 
fruit of the atheism of philosophical research, is not that word 
which is already spoken before every other word so that no word 
may be spoken without this word taking over, founding and dom­
inating it, but that Word which is the future and rebirth of every 
worded being, and just that Word who appears in the dimension 
of being, insofar as he is able? 'Ev apxfj �~�v� o �M�y�o�~� ... 

114 Heidegger,Aristoteles Metaphysik e, 147; idem, Ein(Uhrung in die Metaphysik, 103. 
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LASDAIR MACINTYRE is one of the most important and 
alked-about contemporary philosophers; his work has 
pawned, as they say, a cottage industry of thinkers making 

use of, commenting on, and taking issue with his major theses. In 
all this it sometimes seems that there has been as much 
misinterpretation of his work as there has been adequate under­
standing. Most notable perhaps is the ongoing attempt to cast 
him as a communitarian, a role he explicitly resists. 1 

A more subtle indication of the widespread misinterpretation 
of his thought is the almost complete neglect of his 1990 Aquinas 
Lecture, First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary 
Philosophical Issues.2 While his Three Rival Versions of Moral 
Enquiry, 3 published the same year, has provoked a great deal of 

1 See, e.g., Arny Gutmann, "Communitarian Critics of Liberalism," Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 14 (1985): 308-22; Clarke E. Cochran, "The Thin Theory of Community: The 
Communitarians and Their Critics," Political Studies 3713 (1989): 422-35. For Macintyre's 
explicit disavowal of the communitarian label, see his "I'm Not a Communitarian, But ... ," 
in The Responsive Community 1/3 (1991): 91-92. I agree with Macintyre that the label 
"communitarian," applied to his work, obscures more than it reveals. 

2 Alasdair Macintyre, First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary Philosophical Issues. 
Aquinas Lecture 54 (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1990); hereinafter FP. Page 
numbers in parentheses within the text refer to this work. 

3 Alasdair Macintyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy 
and Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990). 
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commentary, rp has been almost completely ignored.4 This 
neglect is pa ticularly interesting, and the attempt to revive 
interest in that lecture important, because FP forwards arguments 
that take Maclntyre's thought in a very different direction from 
the way most commentators understand it, and contains implicit 
responses to some of the most important criticism that has been 
directed at it. In particular, FP makes clear how Macintyre thinks 
he can reconcile his historicist account of the work and impor­
tance of Thomas Aquinas with the obvious objection that Thomas 
himself was, among other things, a metaphysician. 

Perhaps this in itself explains the neglect of FP. Perhaps those 
who have embraced Macintyre have done so in full expectation 
that he was on their side against the metaphysicians, while those 
who have taken issue with him over what they take to be his own 
rejection of metaphysics have been nonplussed to see him appar­
ently on their side. Perhaps there is general incomprehension 
about how to reconcile the claims of FP with those of his major 
works from After Virtue5 to Three RivaJ Versions. Or, perhaps, it 
is just obvious to everybody but me that there is something 
dreadfully wrong with FP, that in that lecture Macintyre 
overlooked something so obvious that everyone has been too 
embarrassed to comment on it. Whatever the explanation, in this 
paper I argue: (1) that FP does fit in with the rest of Maclntyre's 
positive philosophical project which began with After Virtue; and 
(2) that FP plays a vital role in that project, in that without the 
claims of FP or something very like them he cannot be a Thomist, 
so that (3) those readings of Macintyre which take him to be 
finally in sympathy with the anti-metaphysical tenor of much 

•A check of the citation index since 1990 turns up precisely three references to FP, none 
of which shows engagement with Macintyre's major philosophical theses. One, by John 
Jenkins, "Aquinas on the Veracity of the Intellect," Journal of Philosophy 88/1 (1991): 
623-32, contains only a passing reference to Macintyre's reading of Thomas, and says nothing 
at all about FP's main theses. The other two are interviews with Macintyre, both conducted 
by Dmitri Nikulin: "True Self-Knowledge through the Understanding of Oneself from the 
Perspective of Another: An Interview with Alasdair Macintyre," Deutsche Zeitschrift (Ur 
Philosophie 44/4 (1996): 671-83; and "An Interview with Alasdair Macintyre, A 
Contemporary American Philosopher," Voprosy Filosofii 1 (1996): 91-100. 

5 Alasdair Macintyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2d ed. (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1984). 
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contemporary philosophy are deeply mistaken. On the contrary, 
I take much of Maclntyre's project to be, or at least to be usable 
as, a defense of the rationality of a full-blown and unapologetic 
Thomism, including Thomistic metaphysics. · 

I begin by giving an account of the major arguments of FP, and 
then turn to a consideration of how that work illuminates what 
Macintyre has been about in the rest of his project, dating back at 
least to After Virtue. I conclude with a brief assessment of the 
lecture's argument, with particular attention to the relationship 
between Maclntyre's argument for the possibility of metaphysics 
and more traditional understandings of the nature and place of 
metaphysics with respect to moral theory. 

I. THE ARGUMENT OF FP 

From the start of FP, Macintyre makes clear his intent to 
defend the possibility of metaphysical claims, in particular the 
Aristotelian and Thomistic concept of first principles. His 
antagonists include both Anglo-American "antifoundationalists" 
(he footnotes Hilary Putnam and Richard Rorty} and continental 
thinkers, particularly Derrida. The argument can usefully be 
divided into three phases. In the first phase (sections I and II), 
Macintyre tries to bring the Thomistic conception of a first 
principle directly into conversation with its antifoundationalist 
critics, but concludes that such direct conversation cannot occur, 
because of the massive "cultural, linguistic and philosophical 
distance" (22) separating the two sorts of philosophy. The second 
phase (sections III and IV) gives a fuller explanation of the 
Thomistic and Aristotelian concept of a first principle by locating 
it within an account of the system of thought shared by Thomas 
and Aristotle. The third phase (section V) constructs a historicist 
argument for the Thomistic system as a whole, and against that of 
the antimetaphysicians of all sorts. 

In the first phase, Macintyre argues that Thomas's principium, 
like Aristotle's arche, has an apparent double meaning: it is (we 
moderns would tend to say) both epistemic and metaphysical. 
Thomas can refer to a principium as a first principle for use in 
argumentation, but also to the principium of an actual thing in the 
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world, which is to say the elements into which it can be resolved. 
Moderns would say this is just confused. On the contrary, 
Macintyre insists, the double meaning is essential to the 
Thomistic understanding of the mind's relation to reality, in 
which."the application of this type of concept, when sufficiently 
justified, gives expression to a coincidence of the mind with what 
is" (5; �e�m�p�h�a�s�i�~� added). If we take the two elements of principium 
to be essentially separable, we have already begged the question 
against the entire Thomistic understanding of inquiry. 

The modern rejection of first principles, Macintyre goes on, 
does not touch the Thomistic understanding of the concept. This 
rejection comes in two varieties, analytic and continental. Analytic 
philosophers rightly reject "epistemological first principles" (8) of 
the Cartesian sort, which both are themselves immediately 
justified and justify all further claims to knowledge. But Thomas's 
doctrine distinguishes two different sorts of first principle, and 
thus avoids the critique. One sort of first principle (e.g., the part 
is smaller than the whole), is evident to all, but does not do very 
much by way of justifying other claims. The other sort performs 
a good deal of justificatory work, but is evident only to, as 
Thomas says, "the wise." On the continental side, Derrida's 
rejection of first principles, which focuses on problems of 
meaning rather than justification, similarly fails to impugn 
Thomas's understanding of such principles. On Maclntyre's view, 
Thomas would agree with Derrida that pairs of concepts 
presuppose and partially defirie each other, and that the stability 
of their meaning thus ultimately depends on a metaphysical 
ground. Deny first principles, and instability of meaning does 
indeed follow. Thomas and Derrida simply differ on whether 
such principles can or should be denied. Macintyre essays a 
preliminary argument that cuts in favor of Thomas. It is unclear 
whether first principles (put otherwise, undeniable premises) can 
be denied without paradoxically claiming that the denial itself is 
undeniable. If in response to this problem the Derridian 
characterizes undeniability in terms of social agreement, then 
finally all that is asserted in the rejection of Thomistic meta­
physics is that Thomism does not provide the terms of the 
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modern social agreement (and certainly Thomists have no stake 
in denying that). 

Macintyre concludes this phase of the lecture by noting that 
the argument so far has done nothing to vindicate Thomism: "it 
is not so much that Thomism has emerged unscathed from two 
serious philosophical encounters as that no serious philosophical 
encounter has yet taken place" (22). All that has been shown is 
the huge cultural gap between Thomists and the contemporary 
world. For Thomism really to engage with contemporary 
philosophical concerns, it will have to show its own relevance to 
those concerns, by providing arguments that modern phi­
losophers can understand and appreciate on their own terms. 
Macintyre will do that in phase three of his argument, but first, 
in phase two, he turns to a more detailed explanation of his 
understanding of the Thomistic conception of first principles. 

The explanation focuses on the concept of a "perfected 
science," and its relation to non-perfected sciences, within the 
thought of Aristotle and Aquinas. Macintyre does not present this 
as a new notion, but on the contrary as something necessary to 
and already present within the Aristotelian and Thomistic canon. 
Specifically, he argues that Aristotle's Posterior Analytics should 
be understood as "an account of what it is or would be to possess 
... a perfected science, a perfected type of understanding, within 
which every movement of a mind within the structures of that 
type of understanding gives expression to the adequacy of that 
mind to its objects" (25). Macintyre thus links two important 
concepts: first, a perfected science as the telos of all rational 
inquiry; second, a per( ected understanding, which can only be 
properly described as a mind which is adequate to (corresponding 
to) reality. For Macintyre, the second of these needs to be 
understood in terms of the first. 

Most forms of inquiry most of the time (including, pre­
sumably, all such forms right now) are not perfected; they contain 
errors, problems, even self-contradictions yet to be resolved. But 
the implicit goal of all such inquiry is to provide a perfect 
explanation of that which the inquiry is about. Such a perfected 
science, on Maclntyre's understanding of the Aristotelian­
Thomistic view, would have a deductive structure, moving from 
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first principles to its various conclusions via deduction. As was 
noted above, however, these first principles would not be obvious 
to all, but only to "the wise"; indeed, it belongs to the attainment 
of wisdom to learn what those first principles are. Put otherwise, 
most sciences are not perfected, and those who study within 
imperfect sciences do not yet argue deductively; they must argue 
to rather than from first principles. The approach to first 
principles is made dialectically (in the Aristotelian sense, of 
course), but with the addition of what Macintyre calls "insight," 
an act of the understanding that goes beyond what is really 
justified by the dialectic itself. Put bluntly, insight posits first 
principles based on insufficient evidence: it extrapolates from the 
evidence, and hypothesizes as to what sort of law or first principle 
might explain the facts gleaned from the original dialectic. The 
putative first principles that result from this insight are then 
subject to verification (or, better, falsification) through further 
testing, and also by being compared with and tested against the 
first principles that emerge from other sciences. That is, scientific 
advance depends not only on work done within a given science, 
but also on certain aspects of the relation between the sciences. 
These sciences are ordered hierarchically in terms of the 
generality of their subject matter; the highest science, concerned 
with Being as such, is of course theology or metaphysics. Lower 
sciences gain their first principles from higher, and also may learn 
from other lower sciences; and, in some senses at least, the higher 
sciences also draw on the lower. 6 All of this learning and testing 
culminates in a set of less and less tentatively held first principles. 

What about the Thomistic understanding according to which 
first principles are necessary, rather than "merely dialectical" 
(3 7)? How is it possible to establish claims with that sort of 
necessity? Macintyre answers: empirically, but with a 
metaphysical grounding. Dialectic-plus-insight-plus-testing can of 

6 "[O]nce we have a set of ongoing established sciences, the shared set of beliefs to which 
appeal can be made include ... the beliefs presupposed in common by the findings and 
methods of those sciences. And what those sciences presuppose are those judgments and 
elements of judgment, understanding of which provides the key to Aristotle's metaphysical 
enterprise" (36; emphasis added). 
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course not establish "that there are essences-that is presupposed, 
not proved, by dialectic and its further investigation is a matter 
for metaphysics" (ibid.). What dialectic does is rather to set up 
particular ways of classifying and relating essences; it then tests 
such classification schemes against other, rival schemes that have 
been proposed. Necessary first principles "can be vindicated 
against their immediate rivals by such [dialectical] conclusions, 
just as formulations of natural scientific laws can be vindicated 
against rival formulations by experiment or observation" (38). 
Macintyre goes so far as to call such first principles "analytic," 
though not in the sense that they are known a priori: "such 
principles are evident per se, but their evidentness is intelligible 
only in the context of the relevant body of perfected theory 
within which they function as first principles, and only an 
understanding of that body of theory will enable someone to 
grasp their analytic structure" (30).7 A perfected science, then, is 
just a science that has gone on long enough, and been tested 
enough, and been successful enough at surviving these tests, to be 
fairly certain in its claim to have reached the correct 
understanding of the nature of the relevant aspects of the world. 
When grounded in a Thomistic metaphysic, it claims that its first 
principles are necessary truths about the world. As Macintyre puts 
it, 

The first principles of a particular science are warranted as such if and only if, 
when conjoined with whatever judgments as to what exists may be required for 
that particular science, they can provide premises for a theory which transcends 
in explanatory and understanding-affording power any rival theory which 
might be advanced as an account of the same subject-matter. (31-32) 

Such claims are true when they in fact correspond to the world, 
though one can never know for certain that one's claims are in 
fact true in that sense: "further investigation may always lead to 
the revision or rejection of what had previously been taken to be 
adequate formulations of first principles" (46). Scientific progress 

7 Once that structure is grasped, it will be seen that they are analytic in the Thomistic 
sense: the "subject-expressions include within their meaning predicates ascribing essential 
properties to the subject and certain predicates have a meaning such that they necessarily can 
only belong to that particular type of subject" (30-31). 
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is often tortuous, a fact that Aristotle and Thomas themselves did 
not sufficiently recognize· but that can nevertheless be 
incorporated into an account faithful to their most important 
insights (39). 

This account of the perfection of a science underlies an 
account of the perfection of the understanding. A perfected 
understanding is one that understands things in the world as a 
perfected science would explain them. Such an understanding 
truly corresponds to-is adequate to-reality. In the process of 
coming to be thus adequate, the intellect "completes and perfects 
itself' (43)-that is, truth is the telos of the mind as well as of 
rational inquiry. This returns us to the earlier thesis about the 
indivisibility of the two meanings Thomas gives to principium (the 
essence of a thing, vs. the knowledge of that essence in the mind). 
It is when the mind is thus perfected-and, more generally, 
because the mind is made by God to seek and attain such 
perfection-that the two meanings are not sharply distinguishable 
in the way in which modern philosophers tend to distinguish 
them. 

In all this, Macintyre is driving at a Thomistic-Aristotelian 
account of truth and its relationship to rational justification. 
Truth is simply the adequacy of the mind to its objects, in which 
the mind knows those objects as they would be understood in a 
perfected science. There are two different sorts of rational 
justification. Within a perfected science, such justification is 
deductive from first principles (plus other, empirical premises). 
Within an imperfect science, to justify a claim rationally �i�~� to 
show that the claim will find a place in the science when it is 
perfected. 

We are engaged in the dialectical construction of such a [perfected] structure, 
and our arguments will be of a variety of kinds designed first to identify the 
conditions which a judgment which will in fact find a place in the final 
structure must satisfy, and then to decide whether or not this particular 
judgment does indeed satisfy those conditions. (44) 

On Madntyre's account, one cannot understand the relation of 
truth to rational justification without understanding the entire 
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teleological scheme of inquiry of which it is a part. First prin­
ciples, final ends, and a Thomistic understanding of truth and 
rational justification stand or fall together. 

One final aspect of Maclntyre's account should be mentioned. 
The entire teleological scheme must finally be understood as part 
of a moral and political project. Rational inquirers must be 
trained in the virtues: the intellectual and indeed epistemological 
virtue of phronesis/prudentia, and, given the thesis of the unity of 
the virtues, the rest of the virtues as well. Moreover, because 
"enquiry aspires to ... finality, comprehensiveness and unity of 
explanation and understanding" (29), the whole intellectual­
moral-political framework must finally be theological or 
metaphysical in character, presupposing "some view of the 
relationship of [all] contingent beings to some ground beyond 
contingent being" (30). First principles and final ends finally 
require each other because both are given in God. 

With this elaborate structure in hand, Macintyre returns in 
phase three of his argument to the problem of the intellectual and 
cultural gap separating such an Aristotelian-Thomistic under­
standing of first principles from the various modern and 
postmodern rejections of such first principles. Thomism must 
speak to contemporary concerns, in particular to recent philo­
sophical accounts of truth and rational justification. To make this 
happen, Macintyre provides the outlines of a genealogy, in the 
Nietzschean and Foucaultian sense of a subversive history, of 
contemporary philosophy. (Genealogy, he notes, certainly seems 
like an un-Thomistic form of argument, but difficult times may 
call for unusual measures.) The argument has two parts: a 
discussion of the problems afflicting current philosophical 
understandings of truth and rational justification, and a history of 
the genesis of those problems. 

In contemporary discourse, the concept of truth is often 
reduced to an idealization of warranted assertibility, or else 
dispensed with entirely. Rational justification is taken to be 
relative to social context. But various arguments in support of 
both these theses not only contradict one another, they tend not 
to fully persuade anyone, including their supporters. This opens 
a second level of debate on why nobody is fully convinced. For 
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some philosophers, the rejection of metaphysical understandings 
of truth and rational justification have failed because those 
rejecting them "have been insufficiently ruthless in purging their 
own positions of metaphysical residues" (53)-thus Rorty's and 
Derrida's attempts to abandon normal modes of philosophical 
discourse. The attempt not only to refuse but to refute meta­
physics continues, so far without success. Moreover, the repressed 
concepts of truth and ·rational justification continue to appear, 
especially when philosophers tell their narratives of what progress 
philosophy has made, narratives that generally understand the 
progress of philosophy as moving toward an end that is really a 
good place to be. Despite everything, quasi-metaphysical notions 
of teleology continue to resist elimination. 

All these difficulties within the anti-metaphysical project, 
including the unacknowledged retention of teleology, Macintyre 
argues, should be understood as the result of the rejection of 
Aristotelian-Thomistic teleology. Maclntyre's genealogical narra­
tive has two strands. The first, on the ineliminability of Thomistic 
concepts from philosophical discourse, is quite straightforward 
and indeed almost tells itself. The story goes as follows. Thomistic 
metaphysics allows philosophers to understand their own activi­
ties within a teleological framework, to tell stories that recount 
progress on the way to perfected understanding. Modern 
philosophers rejected the metaphysics, but were never able to stop 
telling such stories. Despite their best efforts, modern and 
postmodern philosophers have retained this aspect of meta­
physical teleology, suggesting perhaps that such a teleology is not 
merely difficult but rationally impossible to escape. 

The second strand of the genealogy discusses what happened 
to the concepts of truth and rational justification in the wake of 
the rejection of Thomism. Those concepts originally made sense 
within the teleological framework discussed above; after the 
framework was rejected, it is not surprising that philosophers 
could make no sense of them. The various attempts to make sense 
of these concepts (correspondence vs. coherence theories of truth, 
and various versions of epistemological first principles of rational 
justification) were all defeated, leading to the current situation in 
which, various philosophers have argued in different ways, truth 
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and justification must be understood relative to social context. 
Thomists have no problem agreeing with the various critiques of 
the operative notions of truth and rational justification, because 
from the Thomistic standpoint the objects of critique are 
"degenerated versions of those concepts" (64 ), not the real thing. 
In short, Thomism provides resources for understanding the 
difficulties that anti-Thomistic philosophers have encountered. 
Even by their own standards modern philosophers ought to be 
able to see that there is a problem with their understanding of the 
nature of truth and rational justification; with the help of 
Maclntyre's historical argument perhaps they will come to see 
that it was precisely the rejection of Thomism that led to the 
problem, and that only a return will solve it. 

As Macintyre notes, contemporary philosophers have an 
obvious retort to this attempt at Thomistic genealogy. Thomists 
are self-deluding, they will say: Thomistic metaphysics makes no 
sense, and modern philosophy was right to reject it. Whatever 
problems contemporary anti-Thomists face are nothing compared 
with the Thomistic errors. To put the rejection in historical terms: 

Where the Thomist sees stages in a movement away from adequate conceptions 
of truth and rationality, stages in a decline, the protagonists of the dominant 
standpoints in contemporary philosophy ... will see stages in an ascent, a 
movement towards-but the problem is: towards what? (66) 

This is the final element of Maclntyre's genealogical argument. If 
contemporary philosophers can say what it is toward which 
contemporary philosophy was enabled to move by rejecting 
Thomistic metaphysics, and why that is a good place to go, they 
will of course have fallen once again into something that looks 
very like a Thomistic teleological account of their activities, which 
they can hardly do without self-contradiction. But if they cannot 
do so, philosophy has no "intelligible history of achievement" 
(66). In other words, Macintyre is arguing not only thatThomists 
can understand and explain key elements in the history of modern 
philosophy, but that modern philosophy can make no coherent 
sense whatever of that history, of its own history. 
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II. PLACING THE ARGUMENT WITH RESPECT TO MACINfYRE'S 
OTHER WORKS 

I maintain that the movement from After Virtue to FP 
represents the development of one coherent position; most of the 
changes represent only shifts of emphasis. As Macintyre has 
moved further away from many of the presuppositions of the 
analytic philosophy of his work prior to After Virtue, he has 
become more willing to state openly, and even perhaps to allow 
himself to think dearly about, an account of the place of 
metaphysics. 

One way of stating the continuity among Maclntyre's works 
is that throughout he has been trying to be dear about the 
relationship of universality to particularity: the universality of the 
claim to truth, and the particularity of the person making the 
claim. All moral philosophers (at least, all the philosophers with 
whom Macintyre has been concerned, from Plato and Aristotle to 
Moore and Gewirth) raise at least some moral claims that purport 
to be universal in the sense that they are true, and applicable to 
all people whether those people know it or not. Nothing in 
Macintyre has ever committed him to denying this. But some 
philosophers have made the further claim that their moral claims 
are universal in the sense that anyone or almost anyone can come 
to know them, regardless of intellectual starting point or moral 
training. This claim Macintyre has consistently denied, since 
before After Virtue. On my reading, his writings from After Virtue 
through FP are continuous in affirming the former claim and 
denying the latter; the works differ only on the relative stress laid 
on the affirmation and the denial. After Virtue concentrates nearly 
all its energies on the denial; the affirmation is mostly implicit, 
and is made explicit only in the "Postscript" to the second 
edition, where Macintyre argues that a moral scheme that has 
survived many confrontations with rival formulations of morality 
gives us "the best possible reason to have confidence that future 
challenges will also be met successfully, that the principles which 
define the core of [the] moral scheme are enduring principles."8 

8 Maclnyre, After Virtue, 270. 
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But apart from that hint, After Virtue gives no specification of the 
meaning of the enduringness of such principles, or the sense in 
which they can be called "true." That is rectified in Whose Justice? 
Which Rationality?, in which Macintyre argues �t�h�a�t�t�r�a�d�i�t�i�~�n�s� that 
successfully resolve epistemic crises are thereby enabled to make 
claims to truth understood as correspondence to reality.9 

Similarly, in Three Rival Versions, he argues that a person who, 
like Aquinas, stands in two traditions at once, must understand 
truth as correspondence to reality; the insufficiency of mere 
warranted assertibility as an account of truth is obvious to such a 
person.10 It is thus not a new development in Maclntyre's thought 
when FP argues for an understanding of truth as the mind's 
correspondence to reality. 

The Aquinas Lecture only makes dear what has always been 
the case: Macintyre is not on the side of those who would see 
truth as only relative to schemes of thought. Rationality is 
tradition-constituted, but this does not mean that it cannot make 
claims that are true in a very strong sense. The universal is not 
sacrificed to the particular. Indeed, it is important to see that for 
Macintyre there is not strictly speaking even a tension between 
the particular and the universal. On the contrary, it is precisely 
the particularity and especially the historical particularity of the 
claimant that makes possible the universality of the claim. The 
understanding of truth as correspondence to reality is made 
possible only with reference to the past and the future of the 
tradition(s) in which one stands. It is because one stands in a 
tradition that has passed through particular, historical epistemic 
crises that one can understand truth as correspondence to 
reality.11 

Moreover, different historical contexts allow the claim to truth 
to attain different levels of power. What is distinctive about FP is 
not only the extremely strong claim to truth which it takes 
Thomism to be making, but the particularity of Thomism's 
historical development which Macintyre sees as warranting that 

9 Alasdair Macintyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1988), 356-59. 

10 Macintyre, Three Rival Versions, 121-22. 
11 Macintyre, Whose Justice?, 356-59. 
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strength. In Whose Justice?, any tradition that has survived any 
epistemic crisis is thereby warranted in holding to an "original 
and most elementary version of the correspondence theory of 
truth," grounded in "a correspondence theory of falsity" (356). 
In Three Rival Versions, Aquinas's position in two different 
traditions at once gives him a further and stronger reason to 
affirm the understanding of truth as correspondence; he, and 
anyone in a similar position, cannot help but be aware of the 
possibility that an entire tradition of thought can be deeply 
mistaken, and hence that "what is" must mean more than "what 
appears to be the case"-that is, one requires "a metaphysics of 
being, of esse, over and above whatever can be said about 
particular entia in the light of particular concepts."12 Finally, in 
FP, Macintyre tells us that the Thomistic tradition, grounded in 
a metaphysics of esse and having survived a number of epistemic 
crises, and through these crises having come to formulate as its 
telos the attainment of a perfected set of sciences, comes to claim 
not only truth but necessary truth for some of its theses. In short, 
it is precisely history, the past and future of the tradition, that 
allows inquirers within historical traditions to understand truth 
as a deeper phenomenon than analytical philosophers (who tend 
to separate historical from philosophical argument) tend to allow. 
Historicism and metaphysics belong together. Given this, FP's 
final argument for Thomistic metaphysics-a historical argument 
for the possibility of metaphysics-is less surprising. Indeed, it is 
precisely of a piece with Maclntyre's famous historical arguments 
against the Enlightenment project in After Virtue, and against both 
encyclopedia and Nietzschean genealogy in Three Rival Versions. 

Finally, FP is particularly important because it completes the 
argument of Maclntyre's other works. In particular, I take the 
relation between perfected and imperfect sciences to be a key to 
the structure of Maclntyre's thought as a whole. This can be seen 
if we return to some of the most important and often-repeated 
criticisms of his earlier works. In After Virtue Macintyre relates 
the virtues to practices, traditions, and the narrative unity of a 
life; but, his critics ask, what reason do we have to believe that 

12 Macintyre, Three Rival Versions, 122. 
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any particular practice, tradition, or life narrative is in fact 
something by reference to which a habit ought to be accounted 
virtuous rather than vicious?13 In Whose Justice? Ma.clntyre 
seemed to try to answer that question by appealing to an 
understanding of rationality as internal to traditions, traditions 
which argue both within themselves and against each other; but, 
his critics asked, why should we think that any particular 
tradition's rationality approaches what is really good?14 Both 
questions ask about the relation between what a particular 
tradition or practice says is good, and what is in fact good; they 
imply that the good transcends all traditions, that the whole 
appeal to traditions short-circuits the possibility of appeal to the 
good as such. 15 The Aquinas Lecture makes clear how Macintyre 
tries to avoid this conclusion. The metaphysical good norms all 
traditions, and hence in a sense one might want to say that it 
transcends traditions. But because the good would be perfectly 
understood in a perfected tradition, and because such a perfected 
tradition is already the telos of traditional rationality itself, there 
is no need to posit some sort of mysterious source of extra- or 
non-traditional rationality. In other words, what is required is a 
distinction between metaphysics and epistemology: the 
metaphysical good as such norms all traditions (and indeed all 
thought and action), but we can only think about the good and 
come to know it in and through traditions. And it is precisely the 
relation between imperfect and perfected traditions, stated in all 
its complexity in FP, which allows Macintyre to make clear how 
he can hold the former as well as the latter aspect of this thesis. 

u See, e.g., Samuel Scheffler, review of After Virtue, Philosophical Review 9213 (July 
1983): 443-47; Elizabeth Frazer and Nicola Lacey, "Macintyre, Feminism, and the Concept 
of a Practice," in John Horton and Susan Mend us, eds., After Macintyre: Critical Perspectives 
on the Work of Alasdair Macintyre (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 265-82; and Charles 
Taylor, "Justice after Virtue," in ibid., 16-43. 

14 See, e.g., Franklin Gamwell's criticism of Macintyre in The Divine Good (San 
Francisco: HarperSan Francisco, 1990), 74-84; also Mark Colby, "Moral traditions, 
Macintyre and historicist practical reason," in Philosophy and Social Criticism 2113 (1995): 
53-78. Gamwell's reading of Macintyre is as careful as Colby's is uncareful, but both reflect 
the consensus that Maclntyre's appeal to tradition does not solve the basic problems of moral 
theory. 

15 Gamwell, Taylor, Colby, and Frazer and Lacey all in different ways push the claim that 
what Macintyre needs is a recognition that the good transcends traditions. 
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Ill. ASSESSING MACINTYRE: 
THE USE OF HISTORICAL ARGUMENTS FOR METAPHYSICAL CLAIMS 

I have argued that Macintyre is committed to a strong 
understanding of the nature of truth, and that his historicism 
underwrites rather than undercuts that commitment. Indeed, his 
entire project since After Virtue may be read as an attempt to 
rehabilitate historical work as a necessary component of phi­
losophy, especially moral philosophy. His belief in the power of 
historical writing is evident already in After Virtue, especially in 
the argument against the Enlightenment project; in Whose Justice? 
in the arguments against Hume and the tradition which liberalism 
has become; in Three Rival Versions in the arguments against 
encyclopedia and Nietzschean genealogy; and finally in FP in the 
argument against liberal anti-metaphysical philosophy. There is 
therefore a real continuity in his work, and one within which his 
defense of Thomistic metaphysics makes a great deal of sense. 
Historicism properly pursued can lead to metaphysics. 

Even if one is willing to grant this, however, important 
concerns remain. The remainder of this article will focus on one 
of these, namely, what is the status of FP's argument for the 
possibility of engaging in metaphysics? That is, who ought to be 
convinced by it, to what extent, and why? 

This question has a short answer and a long answer. The short 
answer is that those people should agree with Macintyre about 
the possibility of Thomistic metaphysics who can be convinced of 
the relative superiority of Thomism as a whole. Macintyre is 
adamant that one cannot understand philosophical arguments in 
abstraction from the broad philosophical and social context 
within which they make sense. In the case of Thomism, it can be 
rational to engage in metaphysical speculation, if one has the 
particular presuppositions Aquinas had. And one can have those 
presuppositions simply by being or becoming a Thomist, that is, 
by committing oneself to the beliefs of the tradition and trying to 
advance them in intra- and inter-traditional argumentation. In 
other words, Macintyre is saying that it can become rational to 
accept Thomistic metaphysics if one simply converts to Thomistic 
Christianity. To the question, how is a person uncommitted to 
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any particular tradition to decide how to answer particular 
questions about justice (or, we may assume, about metaphysics or 
any other contested philosophical issue) Macintyre responds: 
"The initial answer is: that will depend upon who you are and 
how you understand yourself."16 Macintyre recommends that 
someone in such a place determine which of the traditions most 
closely represents what she already believes, and/or helps her 
understand those areas where what she already believes is 
incorrect; then, by an act of conversion in which she comes 
(provisionally) to accept this tradition, she ought to test its claims 
as carefully as possible, both against the problems it confronts 
internally and against the claims of other traditions.17 After one 
has thus accepted a particular tradition, it is time to begin the 
process of moving forward from contingency toward univer­
sality, 18 via inter- and intra-traditional arguments. 

So the question about the status of his argument for 
metaphysics is really a question about the status of his argument 
for the superiority of Thomism as a whole. And this is where the 
long answer begins. It is a long answer because to ask simply 
whether Macintyre has presented a convincing argument for 
Thomism's superiority is to miss something crucial. The question 
ought rather be posed, to whom has Macintyre presented a 
convincing argument? Nietzschean genealogists, encyclopedists, 
modern liberals, Humeans, Kantians, non-ThomisticAristotelians 
and non-Thomistic Augustinians all will have different issues to 
concern themselves with in order to evaluate Maclntyre's 
argument for the superiority of Thomism-as will various varie­
ties of religious and philosophical Buddhists, Muslims, Jews, 
Hindus, evangelical Christians, etc., with whom he has not even 
begun explicitly to argue. Moreover, of course, different people 
in each of these groups will have different reasons for their own 
convictions, and hence different responses to Maclntyre's 
arguments. 

To press the question of the adequacy of Maclntyre's historical 
arguments would thus take us far beyond the scope of this paper. 

16 Macintyre, Whose justice?, 393. 
17 Ibid., 393-98. 
18 Macintyre, After Virtue, 22 l. 
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However, we may note two particulars of his argument in PP: 
first, how he gets to the point of defending Thomistic meta­
physics; second, what he does once he gets there. 

It seems dear that Maclntyre's commitment to Tliomistic 
metaphysics does not proceed from a confidence in the strength 
of its metaphysical arguments themselves, but from political and 
moral considerations. In After Virtue he made dear his commit­
ment to an Aristotelian understanding of ethics and politics; he 
then made the intellectual move from this understanding to 
Thomism and, eventually, to Thomistic metaphysics. Isn't this an 
illegitimate move? Shouldn't metaphysical argument precede 
commitment to any particular ethics and politics? Actually, 
Macintyre had already explicitly affirmed the validity of the 
procedure of arguing to rather than from metaphysics well before 
PP. In a 1984 response to Richard Bernstein's criticism of After 
Virtue, he wrote: 

Bernstein seems to believe that ancient and medieval beliefs, including 
Aristotelian beliefs, in the objectivity of the moral order required as a 
'foundation' or were 'based upon' theories about human nature and the nature 
of the universe. This is an important, although a common misreading of the 
structures of ancient and medieval thought which projects back on to that 
thought an essentially modern view of the ordering of philosophical and 
scientific enquiries. On this modern view, ethics and politics are peripheral 
modes of enquiry, dependent in key part on what is independently established 
by epistemology and by the natural sciences .... But in ancient and medieval 
thought, ethics and politics afford light to the other disciplines as much as vice 
versa. Hence from that standpoint, which I share, it is not the case that first I 
must decide whether some theory of human nature or cosmology is true and 
only secondly pass a verdict upon an account of the virtues which is 'based' 
upon it. Rather, if we find compelling reasons for accepting a particular view 
of the virtues and the human telos, that in itself will place constraints on what 
kind of theory of human nature and what kind of cosmology are rationally 
acceptable. Moreover, it is in key part insofar as a particular theory of human 
nature and a particular cosmology give an adequate explanation of why the 
structures of moral and political life are what they are that we have good 
reason at least to take seriously, and perhaps to accept, the claims to rational 
warrant of those particular theories. It is precisely in this respect that certain 
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versions at least of medieval theistic Aristotelianism are rationally superior to 
Aristotle's Aristotelianism.19 

What is at issue between Macintyre and most modern meta­
physicians (and probably most anti-metaphysicians too, who tend 
to agree with the metaphysicians that metaphysics would have to 
be foundational, or absolutely first philosophy, but who simply 
believe that such is impossible) is not only or primarily the 
content of metaphysics, but its status with respect to the rest of 
philosophy. Macintyre is trying to redefine what metaphysics 
means (or, he would say, restore it to its pre-Enlightenment 
meaning). Does he succeed in that task? Is this really an 
understanding of the place of metaphysics that can be defended 
against those, both pro- and anti-metaphysics, who understand 
metaphysics as foundational? 

Unfortunately, this too is a question the answering of which 
would take us far beyond the limits of this paper. The issue goes 
straight to the heart of the difference between Macintyre and 
Enlightenment thinkers on the nature of rationality. To answer 
the question in favor of Macintyre, one would have to complete 
and perfect his argument against the entire Enlightenment 
understanding of the nature of rationality-a task to which even 
the entire corpus of Maclntyre's writings thus far is only 
prolegomena. To answer it in favor of the Enlightenment and 
against Macintyre, yet without begging the question against him, 
one would have to defend the Enlightenment conception of 
rationality as a whole against those arguments. 

So Maclntyre's argument for this understanding of the nature 
of metaphysics is inconclusive at this point. But this too is a 
conclusion in keeping with Maclntyre's own self-understanding. 
He has made clear that he knows that none of his historical 
arguments against non-Aristotelian{fhomistic traditions is final or 
complete. In general, he is committed to continuing the 
arguments he has begun; he does not claim to have already won 
them. This is explicit in all of his major works, beginning with the 
postscript to After Virtue. There, concerning his claim that the 

19 Alasdair Macintyre, "Bernstein's Distorting Mirrors," Soundings 67 (1984): 38-39; 
emphases in original. 
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Aristotelian writing of history can provide a framework within 
which to understand the modern failure of philosophical ethics, 
which moderns cannot themselves understand, he �w�r�o�t�~�:� "I did 
not assert in After Virtue that I had as yet sustained that claim, nor 
do I claim that now."20 Similarly, at the end of Whose Justice? all 
he is willing to claim is that "prima f acie at least a case has been 
made"21 that the rationality of Thomism has been confirmed, and 
that others from other traditions may have a hard time 
disconfirming it. Others, he says, will disagree with this claim; 
they ought to write rival histories, and when these rival histories 
are written we will begin to have better reason to believe that 
Thomism is (or is not) in fact vindicated. Nor does Macintyre 
take Three Rival Versions to have refuted encyclopedia or 
genealogy; all that has been made is a start at sketching the 
arguments against them. 22 Finally, the same concession is made at 
the end of PP: from the writing of a complete genealogical history 
of contemporary philosophy (itself a task which PP has only 
outlined), all that will be achieved is that "Thomism will be able 
to open up possibilities of philosophical conversation and debate" 
(67) with other philosophical standpoints. Each work in 
Maclntyre's corpus should be seen as the beginning, not the end, 
of the argument. 

Nor is this surprising. Maclntyre's admission that his 
arguments need not and as yet should not convince everyone is 
itself a sign of his commitment to an understanding of rationality 
as constituted by traditions. For any person to switch from one 
full-fledged tradition of inquiry to another is a huge shift, akin to 
the Kuhnian understanding of a paradigm shift. 23 As Kuhn argued 

20 Macintyre, After Virtue, 271. 
21 Macintyre, Whose Justice?, 402. 
22 Macintyre, Three Rival Versions, 194, 215. 
23 Macintyre links his own understanding of rationality with Kuhn's briefly and implicitly 

(After Virtue, 268-69), and explicitly and at more length (though with a Kuhn recast and 
defended as rational by appeal to the dramatic narrative which successive scientific 
revolutions and scientific paradigms can be seen to make up; see Alasdair Macintyre, 
"Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science," The Monist 
60/4 (1977): 453-72). In the latter article, written four years prior to After Virtue, Macintyre 
is already arguing that traditions of (scientific) inquiry are normed by the way reality really 
is. That is, he is already affirming both the universality of truth and the particularity of our 
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in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, it is rational, indeed a 
necessary part of the productive scientific enterprise, for active 
scientists to commit to a particular scientific paradigm. 24 J:.. good 
scientist pursues the lines of research that make sense within her 
paradigm, and interprets inconclusive data in line with it, so long 
as that remains at all feasible. To shift paradigms requires a major 
change in one's entire worldview, and hence is not something that 
comes easily, nor is it (nor should it be) done often: "As in 
manufacture so in science-retooling is an extravagance to be 
reserved for the occasion that demands it. " 25 Confronted with 
difficulties, scientists rightly prefer to provide ad hoc additions to 
the old theory rather than jump to a new one. More and more 
additions are made within an old theory when there is no new 
theory within which scientists can more easily make sense of the 
data. The Ptolemaic astronomers' turn to epicycles, prior to and 
then as a way of resisting Copernicus's and Galileo's discoveries, 
is of course the paradigm example of this. 

Maclntyre's Thomism ought to be seen as something like a 
new research paradigm for moral theory. Of course, the analogy 
is strained; Thomism is a very old moral and theological para­
digm. However, a return to it is at least potentially warranted by 
the fact that it was, Macintyre thinks, abandoned rather than 
refuted or even carefully engaged, 26 and by the evidence that our 

ways of coming to know it, and struggling for a theory of rationality that can embrace both 
aspects. Moreover, it seems that perhaps, despite his explicit convictions, he is already sensing 
something about the need for an understanding of God if we are to make sense of human 
rationality when he writes: "Kant is essentially right; the notion of an underlying order-the 
kind of order that we would expect if the ingenious, unmalicious god of Newton and Einstein 
had created the universe-is a regulative ideal of physics. We do not need to understand this 
notion quite as Kant did, and our antitheological beliefs may make us uncomfortable in 
adopting it. But perhaps discomfort at this point is a sign of philosophical progress" (ibid., 
470). 

24 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago and London: University 
of Chicago Press, 1962). One particularly relevant section is pp. 12-18, which argues that 
although science can exist without widely shared paradigms, really productive science cannot. 

25 Ibid., 76. 
26 Macintyre argues that rather than being refuted intellectually, Thomism was defeated 

by "the power of the institutionalized curriculum" (Three Rival Versions, 151), which could 
make no room for Aristotle within theology proper. Because of this, Aquinas's work was 
divided up, its various parts studied separately, and hence the power of his system as a whole 
went unappreciated. For the same reason, beginning with Duns Scotus theology came 
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newer paradigms (traditions) are not serving us well. Of course, 
the thought that Thomism can and ought to be recovered goes 
against the grain of so many of the most cherished beliefs of the 
contemporary world that (he rightly expects) most moderns and 
postmoderns from whatever tradition would rather make 
modifications, even drastic modifications, within their own 
traditions than make the shift to Thomism. 27 What will be needed 
to convince people, then, is a series of arguments. Macintyre 
wants liberals and anti-metaphysicians to respond to his initial 
salvoes, clarifying how they would differentiate their own 
understanding not only of morality but also of the history of 
moral philosophy and theology from Maclntyre's. The hope, of 
course, is to summon up arguments against those understandings, 
and then to progress to yet another stage in the argument, and 
another, until it becomes clear to one side or the other that their 
understanding is only tenable with the ad hoc addition of 
epicycles within epicycles. What Macintyre has offered is only the 
first efforts in what he would like to see as a much fuller 
encounter between Thomism and other traditions of moral 
inquiry. And the way to pursue that encounter will often be 
through arguments which are as much historical as philosophical 
in substance. 

All this adds up to a rather daunting understanding of what 
philosophers have to be able to do. Above and beyond philo­
sophical competence, they have to become learned in the history 
of philosophy and theology, and indeed themselves become 
historians. Those philosophers who have a more traditional 
understanding of what philosophy is and requires are well within 
their rights to object to this. Why, they will ask, ought we to 
conceive of philosophy in that way? Once it has been admitted 

radically to subordinate Aristotle to Augustinianism, a trend that led to the separation of 
philosophy from theology, and eventually to the victory within theology of Eckhart's 
irrationality (ibid., 152-69). 

27 Resistance to radical change is only made more likely, of course, by the most important 
and often remarked upon dissimilarities between theological-moral traditions and scientific 
paradigms, namely, that scientists are much more constrained by empirical data than are 
theologians and moral philosophers. One does not have to buy into the complete 
discontinuity thesis (that science simply has empirical data, while theology and moral 
philosophy simply do not) to admit the reality of the difference. 
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that metaphysical inquiry is important, ought metaphysics not be 
pursued as it has traditionally been conceived? That is, even if we 
grant that under certain circumstances it is possible �~�o� raise 
historical arguments for or against the very possibility of 
validating metaphysical claims, is it not still the case that 
metaphysical argument proper ought to proceed with no explicit 
reference to history at all, but ought only to concern the logic of 
the questions at issue? In particular, it should be noted that 
although Maclntyre's historical arguments in FP have a certain 
force against those who reject all metaphysical inquiry as such, 
they have nothing at all to say against those who do make 
metaphysical arguments, but to radically different conclusions 
(e.g., those in the process tradition of Whitehead and 
Hartshorne). 

On my understanding, there is room for this more 
straightforward understanding of the nature of metaphysical 
argument in Maclntyre's account. In FP, he admits that his 
argument for Thomistic metaphysics uses decidedly un-Thomistic 
means (58), implying that since neither Aristotle nor Thomas 
advances historical arguments for metaphysics, perhaps their heirs 
ought to feel at least a bit uneasy about doing so. Moreover, his 
belief that traditions need to summon up and respond to as many 
objections from as many sources as possible would seem to imply 
that the peculiar logical form of transcendental metaphysics ought 
not to be beyond the scope of any tradition worth its salt. I take 
it, then, that an argument with neoclassical metaphysics on its 
own terms, as with other traditions on their own terms, is indeed 
a challenge to which Macintyre is committed to saying that 
Thomists ought to respond. That he himself has not so responded 
is more an accident of history and personality than an indication 
of any incompatibility of the idea with his understanding of the 
nature of traditions. In short, Maclntyrean historicism can and 
should lead, not only to an historicist account of metaphysics, but 
also to engagement _in precisely that sort of metaphysical 
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argumentation normally thought of as most deeply hostile to all 
historicism. 28 

Moreover, as FP itself makes clear, metaphysical argument 
appealing to the logic of the case, independent of historical 
considerations, is precisely the goal toward which Thomism is 
oriented. Aristotle and Thomas projected the possibility of 
perfected sciences, within which reasoning would move 
deductively from first principles. Dialectical argument toward 
those first principles is only a preliminary step. Moreover, on my 
reading Maclntyre's historical arguments are trying to establish 
something preliminary even to dialectics, namely that the 
Aristotelian-Thomistic enterprise is itself a rational thing to engage 
in. Once that rationality has been established (perhaps in large 
part via historical arguments), then one ought to move to 

28 Cf.After Virtue, 265-69, especially Maclntyre's response to Frankena's objection in the 
"Postscript" to the second edition of After Virtue, in which he admits that that book does 
contain-indeed require-analytic philosophy. The problem is not with analytic 
philosophizing as such, but with understanding the conclusions of such philosophy without 
reference to historical context. Something similar would presumably be true about 
metaphysics. In a one-on-one argument against a metaphysician of the more standard, 
non-historical-argument-producing variety, Macintyre would probably disagree about the 
exact status of what the argument has established, but he has no reason to avoid the argument 
itself. 

One caveat is important here, with respect to the particular (envisioned) argument 
between Macintyre and metaphysicians in the Whiteheadian tradition. The most important 
Whiteheadian metaphysician, Charles Hartshorne, takes his start from a version of the 
ontological argument which he finds in Anselm (see, e.g., Hartshorne, Anselm's Discovery: 
A Re-Examination of the Ontological Proof for God's Existence [Lasalle, Ill.: Open Court, 
1965]; and idem, The Logic of Perfection, and Other Essays in Neoclassical Metaphysics 
[Lasalle, Ill.: Open Court, 1962]). I do not want to suggest that the particular sort of 
transcendental argument for metaphysics which Hartshorne pursues would be acceptable to 
Thomists arguing within a Maclntyrean framework, since of course the ontological argument 
was rejected by Thomas himself (Summa Theologiae I, q. 2, a. 1, ad 2). Rather, Hartshorne's 
argument is precisely the sort of objection to Thomism which Macintyre ought to be 
committed to arguing against, as part of his defense of the rationality of Thomism. ("The test 
for truth in the present ... is always to summon up as many questions and as many objections 
of the greatest strength possible; what can be justifiably claimed as true is what has 
sufficiently withstood such dialectical questioning and framing of objections" [Macintyre, 
Whose Justice?, 358].) Moreover, Thomists ought to be willing to argue against it, not only 
or even primarily via historical argument, but by appeal to precisely the sort of logical 
argument which Hartshorne himself prefers; this is, it seems to me, required by Maclntyre's 
belief that traditions ought to provide objections to other traditions which are valid on that 
other tradition's own terms. 
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dialectics, and thence eventually to deduction from first prin­
ciples. But neither of the two latter steps in itself requires, or 
ought to require, any peculiarly historical argumentation at all. 
Maclntyrean historicism, once adequately established, riot only 
can but ought to lead back to non-historicist philosophy. 

If this reading is adequate, then even if Macintyre is correct, 
philosophers need not all be historians as well. They will need to 
have some sense of the history of their projects, where the 
borderlines are between the philosophical traditions, and hence 
which arguments are more and less relevant for them to engage 
in, in inter- as well as intra-traditional argument. Most likely they 
will have to learn a good deal about all of this from philosophers 
who are also historically oriented. But even if Macintyre is 
completely right about the overlapping of philosophy and history, 
most philosophers can get away with letting other people write 
the history of the projects in which they are engaged. 
Metaphysicians can and should concentrate on the logical issues 
peculiar to metaphysics, because eventually historical argument 
must come to an end, and real metaphysical work begin. 
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Rome, Italy 

THE DISPUTE concerning the existence and extent of 
gender-exclusivity in natural languages, the relation of such 
exclusivity to sexism, and the use of so-called inclusive 

language as a remedy for such exclusion has been heightened in 
recent years by controversy surrounding the use of inclusive 
language in translation-especially the translation of texts 
considered to be, in some sense, 'common property': the works 
of ancient authors and other classics, traditional songs and carols, 
national documents of foundational stature, etc. In the case of 
new renderings of the Bible and of liturgical texts the passions of 
the disputants run particularly deep, for the obvious reason that 
all parties to the dispute recognize that more than sentiment or 
aesthetics is at stake. 1 

The purpose of this essay is fivefold: (1) to lay out the 
arguments of the adversaries in a dear light; (2) to demonstrate 
that only one of the rival accounts is tenable on linguistic 
grounds; (3) to elucidate the function of unmarked forms in 
general and their distribution in English in particular; (4) to 
examine the problems caused by the employment of inclusive-

1 See, mu/ta inter alia, Gail Ramshaw, God beyond Gender: Feminist Christian 
God-Language (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); Alvin F. Kimel, ed., Speaking the Christian God 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1992); Helen Hull Hitchcock, ed., The Politics of Prayer 
(San Francisco: Ignatius, 1992), with bibliography on pp. 343-54; Ronald D. Witherup, A 
Liturgist's Guide to Inclusive Language (Collegeville, Minn.: The Liturgical Press, 1996), with 
bibliography on pp. 87-95; Thomas H. Groome, Language for a "Catholic" Church, 2d ed. 
(Kansas City: Sheed & Ward, 1995). 
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language devices in actual texts; and (5) to argue that the failure 
of such devices is inevitable, and not simply the failure of 
maladroit translators. The discussion necessarily center,s on the 
use of inclusive language in English, itself a linguistically 
important fact. I shall principally use biblical and Roman Catholic 
liturgical texts to illustrate my remarks; however, with the 
exception of section XI, my arguments presume no specifically 
theological interests or allegiance, and the conclusions apply to 
translation generally. 

I. THE TERMS OF DISPUTE AND THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE 

Few of the participants in the inclusive-language debate will 
deny that what can broadly be called 'sexual politics' has 
awakened new sensibilities to locutions that thirty years ago were 
unproblematic. 2 All parties to the dispute agree that a change has 
occurred. However, there are competing and contradictory 
accounts of this phenomenon, differing fundamentally as to the 
nature of the pertinent change. The claim advanced by inclusive­
language proponents is this:3 

Formerly, words like "man," "he," "his," and so forth could be understood in 
the appropriate context to refer to females as well as males. A change has 
occurred in the meaning of such words in English; they are no longer 
understood to be inclusive of females. Consequently, continued use of the 
generic-"God wished to save all men"-is understood to mean "complacuit 
Deo salvos facere omnes viros." This is an evolution in the language that must 
be respected, even in translation. 

The counter-claim is this: 

2 The essay that, arguably, most clearly and effectively linked the cause of inclusive 
language to the women's liberation movement appeared as the first article in the inaugural 
issue of the influential feminist magazine Ms.: Kate Miller and Casey Swift, "De-Sexing the 
English Language," Ms. 1 (Spring 1972): 7. 

3 See Witherup, Liturgist's Guide, 21-25, for a concise exposition of what I take to be the 
strongest inclusivist argument and the focus of this essay. I regard this case to be strongest 
because it acknowledges the recognized linguistic fact of (unmanipulated) language change. 
To the extent that my refutation is convincing it applies a fortiori to weaker explanations, 
such as those which propound a patriarchal conspiracy as the source of masculinist traditional 
language (e.g., Sandra M. Schneiders, Women and the Word [New York: Paulist, 1986], 70). 
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"Man," "he," etc., have precisely the same range of meaning today that they 
had in 1975 and 1675. No pertinent change has occurred in the language per 
se. What has changed is the social and political valence of the generic 
employment of these expressions; a taboo (that is, a supra-linguistic 
phenomenon, external to the grammar of the speaker) has been attached to the 
generic usage. Confronted with the sentence, "God wished to save all men" 
almost everyone will understand it to mean "complacuit Deo salvos facere 
omnes homines," but many hearers will feel resentment that the taboo was not 
honored. Just as Mussolini attempted to stigmatize the Lei form of polite 
address as effeminate and un-ltalian, 4 so too generic "man" has been 
stigmatized for political reasons. 

A natural language (as opposed to an artificial construct like a 
computer language) is constantly in a state of flux, in that the 
'rules' that make for intelligibility are constantly being 
renegotiated through the innumerably many speech-acts taking 
place between the speakers of a language. Not every facet of a 
language changes at the same rate, however, and most changes, 
even changes in semantics, are too subtle and gradual to be 
noticed until well after they have taken place. The inclusivist 
thesis is a claim that the meanings of particular English words 
have changed, specifically that some of their older meanings have 
been lost. 

How can we know that the meaning of a given word has 
changed? What counts as evidence for a purported change? We 
can judge that change in meaning has occurred when two 
conditions are met: when classes of speakers insulated from 
taboos or indifferent to them spontaneously employ the new 
usages, and when cognitive errors spontaneously multiply when 
and where the older usage is maintained. To look for evidence 
that satisfies the first condition it does no good to examine the 
writing in academic journals or the addresses of politicians, since 
such discourse is notoriously susceptible to social pressure. More 
telling evidence would come from the speech of prisoners in their 
exercise yard or of schoolchildren on the playground (not in the 
classroom) when they are unconscious of being observed; if 
inclusive-language devices occurred spontaneously in these 

4 For a discussion of Mussolini's efforts to enforce the general use of voi as 'piu italiano,' 
see Maurizio Dardano and Pietro Trifone, La lingua italiana (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1985), 
156. 
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environments we would have convincing empirical confirmation 
of the inclusivist thesis. The second condition for verification of 
a 'lost meaning' requires that cognitive errors be observable in 
instances where the obsolete usage is maintained. For example, if 
a female apprentice zookeeper were to stray into an area around 
which the notice was posted "Warning! Man-eating Tiger!" in the 
belief that "man-eating" did not apply to women, this would 
indicate empirically that "man" has lost the meaning which 
inclusivists claim it has. Yet no inclusivist has been able to 
demonstrate that either the active empirical condition (naive 
usage) or the passive empirical condition (cognitive errors) has 
been fulfilled. When generic "man" is used today it is met not 
with confusion but rather with resentment. 

Perhaps a thought experiment will make the linguistic situation 
dearer. Let us imagine that a competent English speaker, man or 
woman, is presented with a translation of Virgil dating before 
1970. Our reader will be required to determine on the basis of 
context which uses of "man" translate homo and which translate 
vir-that is, which uses are generic and which not. If the reader 
has been ideologically catechized the instances of generic man 
may spark resentment, but there can be little doubt that (1) the 
correlations of man = vir and man = homo would be identified 
correctly in the overwhelming majority of instances, and (2) the 
percentage of misidentifications would not differ significantly 
from that which would have occurred in 1970. 

II. PERTINENT DYNAMICS OF SEMANTIC CHANGE 

It is a linguistic axiom (and a logical necessity to any scientific 
study of semantics) that a word with multiple meanings cannot 
simply 'lose' one of them, such that the meaning, while still 
useful, is lost to the language within the adult memory of its 
speakers. A word can indeed lose a meaning, but only to another 
word. For example, equus ceased to be the prime bearer of the 
meaning "horse" in late Latin, but this could happen only because 
there was a contemporary rival or synonym (cabal/us) to which 
equus was able to cede its prime meaning. In other words, for 
semantic change to occur there must be a superfluity of competing 
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forms; there can never be a deficiency, for then there would be no 
'motivation' (as linguists use the term) for a change to occur. 
What inclusivists suggest is that the concept of homo or anthropos 
continues to exist for speakers of English, but there is no 'longer 
a word to which it can be attached. This situation is linguistically 
impossible. 

It makes no sense to suppose that someone might awake one 
morning and be struck silent by the realization, "We've lost the 
word for generic human being." When speakers behave as if a 
word were lost, when in reality it is still current, linguistic stress 
results, and this stress manifests itself in their speech as clearly as 
a man trying to avoid the cracks in the sidewalk displays his 
neurosis in his gait. A telling example can be found in the dispute 
over translation of the phrase et homo f actus est in the Nicene 
Creed. The older rendering, "and [he] became man," was deemed 
to be exclusivist by its revisers, and in 1993 the Catholic bishops 
of the United States were presented with a translation of et homo 
factus est as "and became truly human." This version also met 
with dissatisfaction, and consequently the bishops were canvassed 
by mail and asked to consider these inclusive-language 
alternatives:5 

1. and became a human 
2. and became a human being 
3. and became one in Being with us 
4. and became of one Being with us 
5. and took our human nature 
6. and assumed our human nature 
7. and assumed our humanity 
8. and became one of us 

This list demonstrates in and of itself that "man" has not lost the 
meaning homo. Such hesitations are utterly foreign to natural 
semantic change, but indicate that the only natural English equi­
valent to the Latin word has been arbitrarily banned. Divinity is 
to humanity, as divine being is to human being, as God is to ... 
what? "Man" is the word that will come before the mind of 

5Memorandum to Latin-Rite bishops from the Bishops' Committee on ,the Liturgy of the 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops (U.S.A.), 17 September 1993, attachment 3. 
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virtually every speaker of English; the circumlocutions catalogued 
above point to an ideologically potent taboo, in its operation no 
different from parlor games in which the players �h�a�n�d�i�~�a�p� each 
other by, for example, forbidding words beginning with the letter 
"b." It is not surprising, therefore, that the revisers of et homo 
factus est ultimately despaired, and their most recent proposal is 
"and was made man." No text can be translated with requisite 
precision if the receptor languaee is artificially and arbitrarily 
handicapped. It must collapse under the strain. 

III. THE FUNCTION OF UN-MARKED FORMS 

The vexation caused by so-called generic "man," "he," "his," 
and so forth can be lessened if they are correctly recognized not 
as masculine forms but as unmarked. 6 If a word A designates a 
class and a subclass B is distinguished within it, the feature by 
which B is differentiated will 'mark' the subclass. A will then have 
two meanings: first, the general or universal meaning, and 
second, that of the non-B part of A. B will be referred to as 
'marked,' andA as 'unmarked.' For example, if next to the word 
"pig" we introduce the word "piglet,'' "piglet" is marked (for size) 
and "pig" is the unmarked form. Because it is unmarked, "pig" 
has (along this axis) two meanings: pig simpliciter, and adult pig. 
In the sentence "I have one pig and eight piglets" the word "pig" 
means the adult. In the sentence, "I bought three goats and six 
pigs" we cannot know how many adults and how many piglets 
made up the purchase. The second example is not an instance of 
'exclusive language'; no potential piglet is left out of the 
discourse-"pig" is simply unmarked for size. 

Consider this sentence: "The men and officers of the Second 
Battalion will return to camp on Monday." Here the word "man" 
is being used non-generically, yet it means not "non-females" but 
"non-officers.'' English "man" is not only unmarked for gender 
but unmarked for military rank. Accordingly, in different 
sentences it can serve the broader or the narrower function, 
almost always without ambiguity. In the same way, marked-

6 See Hans Henrich Hock, Principles of Historical Linguistics 2d ed. (New York: Mouton 
de Gruyter, 1991), 403. 
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unmarked gender contrasts are almost always unproblematic. 
When a form marked for gender is introduced, its correlative 
assumes two uses: the gender-alternate to the marked form, and 
the usage non-specific as to gender. Thus we have "attress," 
which is marked for gender, next to "actor," unmarked; marked 
"drake" beside unmarked "duck"; and, notoriously, marked 
"woman" and "she" beside unmarked "man" and "he." Even such 
marked forms as "poetess" that are nearly obsolete remain 
entirely intelligible. 

Consider the following sign (seen in an international airport 
terminal): 

The sign is encoded in a simple ideographic language, that is, one 
wherein the symbols represent concepts rather than sounds, and 
it is meant to be understandable by any traveler irrespective of 
linguistic competence. If obliged to 'translate' the sign, an English 
speaker might render it "Don't litter," "No littering," "Littering 
prohibited," or something similar. Compare it to this hypothetical 
airport sign: 
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The only difference between the second sign and the first is the 
substitution of a conventional 'woman' symbol for a conventional 
'man' symbol. But notice how the use of the female. symbol 
changes the entire context of social expectations within which we 
are supposed to interpret the sign. Gender suddenly intrudes into 
the reader's consciousness where it was not a pertinent category 
before. We could attempt a translation such as "Women shouldn't 
litter," or "Female littering prohibited." But it is more likely that, 
confronted with the sign, we would experience a more 
fundamental perplexity: what could be the purpose of the sign? 
what does gender have to do with littering? Yet these same 
conventional symbols are employed without the slightest 
ambiguity in gender-specific meanings, as when they are used to 
indicate men's and women's lavatories. Within this simple 
language as it is normally employed the man symbol has two 
functions, referring sometimes to males specifically, sometimes to 
human beings in general. It is unmarked for gender. The woman 
symbol refers only to females, and if used in place of the 
unmarked form (as in the second example above) causes a kind of 
communication breakdown. 

The words "he," "him," "his," and so forth function in English 
exactly as the man symbol in the first sign functions; the words 
"man" and "men" are more complex in their use (as discussed 
below), but also share most of the duties of unmarked forms. 
Contrary to the claims of some, the lack of distinct generics is not 
a problem peculiar to English but is linguistically universal­
although different languages lack generics in different parts of the 
grammar. Yet the airport symbol language shows that unmarked 
forms compensate for the lack of distinct generics perfectly well; 
in fact, we might find in these signs the 'logical form' of the 
binary gender contrast. An airport in which fifty percent of the 
anti-littering signs displayed the woman symbol would almost 
certainly not experience a decrease in littering, for the simple 
reason that the innovation effects no gain in intelligibility. 



INCLUSIVE-LANGUAGE TRANSLATIONS 453 

IV. GENDER CONTRAST AND LANGUAGE CHANGE 

Gender contrasts may, however, undergo permutati9ns or 
redistributions within the given language itself. The Germanic 
language family originally had a bipolar (marked-unmarked) 
opposition; the daughter languages, with the exception of 
English, innovated a third term (Mensch, Mensk) with the specific 
meaning of generic man. English preserves the ancient distri­
bution. The Romance languages provide examples of change in 
the opposite direction. Latin presented a tripolar scheme: vir, 
mulier, homo; however, in French and Italian the male-specific 
term is absent and generic homo has become an unmarked form, 
as in English. Thus homme and uomo have the secondary 
meaning vir as well as the historical meaning homo. This points 
to the fact generally acknowledged by linguists that there is no 
intrinsic advantage (i.e., a language-wide advantage) to the triad 
over the dyad. Languages can change in either direction because 
both schemes do the job adequately. 

It is the case that English has changed such that "man" and 
"men" are not understood as generic in every context in which 
they were so understood in the past. For example, the seventh­
century Anglo-Saxon Chronicle refers to a woman named 
"Aorchengota, a holy maid and wonderful man [wundorlic man]." 
However, whereas a speaker of contemporary English might look 
out the window and see a mallard drake in flight and say, 
"There's a duck overhead" (using the singular unmarked feminine 
generically) he would not look out the window and say of a 
strange woman, "There's a strange man walking up the sidewalk" 
(using the singular unmarked masculine generically). In other 
words, the context conditions according to which 'man' is 
understood as generic or as specific have altered over time. This 
narrowing of the usage of generic man and men is, however, 
already ancient; the change to the 'modern' distribution had 
taken place at the latest by the sixteenth century; thus it does not 
affect the debate over inclusivism. 
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V. INCLUSIVIST COUNTER-CLAIMS: 
THE WEAKNESS OF THE ARGUMENT FROM AUTHORITY 

Proponents of inclusive language often claim that English has 
evolved such that their proposals are little more than due 
recognition of current general usage; yet the kind of evidence they 
typically offer in support of their thesis itself undercuts the 
likelihood that we are dealing with a natural development of 
language. They point to the usage explicitly prescribed by the 
prestige media, by universities, and by government departments; 
they refer to style manuals in which inclusive language is one of 
a number of ways of promoting an agenda of political sensitivity. 7 

Most telling of all, inclusivists usually give voice to their own 
commitment to bring about inclusive language, apparently 
unaware of the damage it does to their own case. If the f ait of 
inclusive language were already accompli, this would be pointless, 
since there is no need to exhort one's fellows to continue to speak 
as they speak. Nor is it easy to understand why so much effort 
should be expended to bring us where, as they claim, we have 
already arrived. 

Even the extent to which inclusive language has taken hold in 
the mainstream media is not as great as that claimed by its more 
zealous advocates. Articles published within the last year in 
mass-market American publications such as Time and USA Today 
continue to speak of "the origins of man" in referring to 
palaeological discoveries, for example. The Library of Congress 
catalog still uses such subject headings as: MAN-prehistoric; 
MAN-antiquity of; MAN-erect position of; MAN-influence 
on nature; MAN-machine systems; MAN-made chemicals. It is 
true that most American newspapers and magazines employ 
inclusive-language devices on some occasions, and it would be 
idle to deny that pressure for 'non-sexist' locutions has had an 

7 A position statement adopted by the Association of American University Presses in 
November 1992 contains this resolution: "Books that are on the cutting edge of scholarship 
should also be at the forefront in recognizing how language encodes prejudice. They should 
be agents for change and the redress of past mistakes." This position is cited in Guidelines for 
Bias-Free Writing, by Marilyn Schwartz and the Task Force on Bias-Free Language of the 
Association of American University Presses (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana·University, 1995), 
18. 
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impact on commercial English; but of course these users rarely 
have occasion to speak of man as a philosophical, theological, or 
anthropological entity. As the perfectly ordinary ex;imples 
mentioned above illustrate, when the nature of the message does 
require lexical precision and clarity, the journals use genenc 
"man" as readily as they did fifty years ago. 

VI. THE ENGLISH NEAR-MONOPOLY ON INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE 

Due acknowledgment has seldom been given to the 
grammatical reasons for the fact that the political push for 
gender-inclusive language is almost entirely an anglophone 
phenomenon. Similar movements have taken place in Germany 
and in the Scandinavian nations, but their overall impact is 
negligible. Inclusivists often claim that this has come about 
because English is especially poor in gender-neutral expressions; 
whereas the French can say "sa maison" and the Italians "la sua 
casa" without specifying the sex of the possessor, in English 
linguistic manipulation is called for: "his or her house." This view 
gets the actual linguistic situation exactly backwards. It is English 
that has a predominance of gender-neutral components, and 
indeed it is only because its gender inflections are so rare that the 
inclusivist proposal is even conceivable. For an English speaker, 
locutions like "he or she" and "his or her" are awkward and 
unnecessary, but manageable-just. Yet if anything remotely like 
the inclusivist project were imported into the European languages, 
they would simply break down and grind to a halt. To inclusivize, 
for example, Isaiah 41: 11 ("all who are incensed against you shall 
be put to shame and confounded"), the French reformer would 
need to write, "Qu'ils ou elles sont honteux ou honteuses, 
couverts ou couvertes d'outrages, tous ceux ou toutes celles qui 
etaient echauffes OU echauffees contre toi." Confronted with such 
abuse of his mother tongue a French speaker would protest that 
such devices were needless, because tous, etc., is already inclusive 
of women. And he would be right. But the semantic history of 
unmarked tous in French is essentially no different from that of 
unmarked he in English. 
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This points to an intellectual embarrassment that inclusivists 
have, to a man, refused to address: how can one accept the 
feminist theory of 'grammar as linguistic injustice' as applied to 
English, while ignoring the necessary entailment that it �~�p�p�l�i�e�s� a 
fortiori to French, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and so on? Inclusivists 
don't face this challenge because they realize that their premises 
allow them only one possible response: a francophone woman, 
on hearing "qu'ils sont honteux ... ", might not realize yet that 
she has been excluded, but with the proper ideological coaching 
she can be brought �~�o� consciousness of the injustice embedded in 
the grammatically masculine generic. To make such a response 
would be to concede the anti-inclusivist claim: a female sense of 
alienation must be created before it can be cured. 

VII. THE EXTRA-LINGUISTIC NATURE OF INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE 

In linguistic terms, there is no such thing as inclusive or 
exclusive language. Language is a vehicle of thought, capable of 
being steered in any direction by any speaker. Of course a man 
may use language as a vehicle for urging the exclusion of women, 
just as he may use his car as a vehicle for traveling westward; but 
the language by means of which he communicates can no more be 
called 'exclusive' than his Ford can be called 'occidental.' The 
project that is termed 'inclusive language' is in fact an etiquette. 
As an etiquette it is a complex system of rules, mainly 
prohibitions, used to encourage certain attitudes and types of 
behavior and discourage others, and to allow those who accept a 
particular code of conduct to recognize both conformists and 
non-conformists. This etiquette operates in the service of 
feminism in the broadest sense; to adopt inclusive language is to 
signal, if not personal agreement with specific feminist claims, at 
least a personal unwillingness to risk social unpleasantness 
resulting from rejection of such claims. If I translate Mark 10:9 
(with the Revised New American Bible) "what God has joined 
together, no human being must separate," I make no advance in 
accuracy or intelligibility over the customary translation-no one 
says, "Ah, now I get it!"-but I do indicate that, at minimum, I 
am not willing to do battle with those for whom generic "man" 
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is a fighting word: a line has been drawn that I have declined to 
step over. On the other hand, when the English Catechism of the 
Catholic Church headlines its opening paragraph "The Life of 
Man-To Know and Love God," there is no question of a defect 
of intelligibility. This is tacitly admitted even by inclusive­
language advocates. An editor of America magazine, in reviewing 
the translation, objected to what he termed "the 'in your face' 
response to feminist concerns" conveyed by the language. 8 His 
complaint was not of a breakdown in communication but of an 
insult; the etiquette had been ignored. 

VIII. THE COMPETING ACCOUNTS OF THE COMPETING 
ACCOUNTS 

The parties to the inclusive-language dispute offer contrary 
explanations of their disagreement. Inclusivists generally claim 
that anti-inclusivists are consciously resisting a change in the 
language that has already happened; they are living in a dead past 
and urging others to return with them. Anti-inclusivists claim that 
inclusive language is a political etiquette enforced by taboo. Thus 
each party contends, at least implicitly, that it is championing 
natural language and that the manner of speech urged by its 
opponent is a kind of affectation, a political pose consciously 
adopted and studiously maintained. The field of sociolinguistics 
is helpful in providing terms by which these rival accounts can be 
tested. It is generally acknowledged by sociolinguists that 
individual speakers of a given language normally control a 
plurality of grammars-that is, a number of sets of rules of 
usage-and that these grammars are employed by the same 
speaker in different social contexts. 9 A man from Alabama 
working as a policeman in Chicago, for example, might use one 
grammar when serving in the vestry of his church, a second with 
his fellow policemen, and a third when he visits his family in 
Alabama. Yet not all grammars will be 'internalized' to the same 
degree, and spontaneous mistakes (and self-corrections) occur in 

8 Thomas H. Stahel, "Of Many Things," America, 171, no. 1 (2 July 1994): 2. 
9 See Peter H. Matthews, Generative Grammar and Linguistic Competence (London: Allen 

& Unwin, 1979), 23-25. 
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the employment of those grammars that are imperfectly 
internalized. Thus we are most likely to drop poses or affectations 
or consciously assumed stances in moments of fatigue, relaxation, 
or the comprehensive security of home and family. Now, if 
inclusive language were indeed a reality of current English, 
anti-inclusivists would frequently slip into it in moments of 
forgetfulness, and we would expect to hear them employ 
sentences like, "Did our letter carrier twist his or her ankle on the 
porch?" On the other hand, if inclusive language is an etiquette, 
inclusivists would slip into ordinary non-inclusive language when 
their guard was down, using generic "he," "his," "man," and so 
forth. A striking and ironic example was provided in my hearing 
during a heated debate on inclusive language, in which one of its 
proponents insisted that "the entire scholarly fraternity" was of 
his thinking; flustered, he then corrected himself to "the entire 
scholarly fraternity and sorority." There can be no serious doubt 
that inclusivists commit these slips-of-the-tongue considerably 
more frequently than their opponents. And the explanation is 
that inclusive language is not the language in which they think 
and through which they see the world but a complex system of 
prohibitions-prohibitions they have not internalized and which 
they must commit to memory like the locations of the mines in a 
minefield. 

IX. THE DIFFICULTIES OF INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE FOR 

TRANSLATION 

The controversy over the use of inclusive language in the 
Church has led some to seek refuge in the distinction between 
'vertical' inclusive language (words referring to God) and 
'horizontal' inclusive language (words referring to man) in the 
hope that, by restricting the former and allowing the latter, they 
might achieve the twin goals of demonstrating sympathy for those 
who take offense at standard language while avoiding 
heterodoxy.10 Unfortunately the vertical-horizontal distinction is 

10 The expression 'vertical inclusive language' is perniciously inexact, being devoid of 
linguistic intelligibility. In practice it refers to the replacement of masculine terms for God 
with feminine or gender-neutral terms. The motive to effect such replacement is 
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too facile to preserve the integrity of revelation, of the liturgy, 
and of doctrine. Once again, this points not to a special 
characteristic of Catholic doctrine but to the universal nature of 
language. The propositions that communicate truths ab.out the 
nature of man and man's relation to God will be obscured, when 
not negated, by programmatic avoidance of the unmarked 
generic. 11 This is the case even in those passages where the 
substitute for generic "man" (e.g., "humanity," "people," 
"persons") is arguably synonymous. 

Why is "man" preferable to "humanity" in rendering Greek 
anthropos or Hebrew 'adam even in those passages where the 
meaning is nearly the same? The preference becomes clear in 
considering "man" as a productive morpheme in contrast to 
non-productive morphemes. These terms are somewhat 
forbidding but the concepts they express are straightforward. 
Suppose we invent on the spur of the moment a completely new 
English verb to convey the crashing of a computer's hard-drive. 
Let us imagine our verb is "to klink." If I ask any English speaker 
to give me the past tense of this verb, the response will invariably 
be "klinked" (e.g., ''Yesterday my Macintosh klinked"). We can 
confidently predict the past tense of "klink" because the 
morpheme -ed/-d is currently the only productive past-tense­
forming morpheme in English. But this wasn't always the case, 
and English still preserves some older vowel-changing verbs like 
"drink" - past tense "drank" and "sink" - past tense "sank." 
However, this morpheme is no longer productive; it is part of the 
learned or static grammar of the English speaker but not of the 
internalized dynamic grammar. The same is true of the 
vowel-changing plural morpheme by which "mice" is the plural 
of "mouse." It too is a non-productive morpheme, and no longer 

incomprehensible except in terms of a cluster of specific politico-theological 
convictions-there is no linguistically valid rationale, for example, for replacing the titles of 
the goddess Athena with masculine or neutral ones. Such replacement has no place at all in 
the project of translation as conventionally understood. 

11 A notorious and instructive case concerns a widely used translation of selections from 
the work of the theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar. Where Balthasar wrote that Christ is a 
man (Mensch), the English translators gave "human person." Yet Christ is not a human person 
but a divine person. Thus the translators, in their overweaning concern for inclusive language, 
present us with a heterodox Balthasar. 
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actively operates in the creative grammar of English speakers. 
Thus, a (relatively) recent addition like the slang noun "souse" 
has the plural "souses," not "sice." 

English "man" remains a preeminently productive �m�o�~�p�h�e�m�e�.� 
This is obvious from the fact that speakers are continually using 
it spontaneously and unreflectively in the creation of new 
compounds, not only in such terms as "hit-man," "bag-man," 
"airman" and "manned flight," but even in words we have seen 
emerge in our own adult lifetime, such as "point man" or 
"pacman." A few moments' consideration will show that 
"humanity," "people," or "person" are not productive in this 
way. Of course, an agency or a pedant might coin a compound 
using these morphemes, but it does not arise from the natural, 
spontaneous grammar that English speakers have internalized; we 
would need to be coached to say "pointperson." 

Greek anthropos was also a supremely productive morpheme, 
naturally used in the formation of words like philanthropos, 
anthropomorphos, etc. Like "man" but unlike "humanity" and 
"person," it served as an elementary 'building-block' of the 
language. Hebrew does not form compounds, but mutatis 
mutandis the same productive status was enjoyed by 'adam and 'is 
in serving as nomina recta of construct phrases. How is this 
relevant to the question of biblical translation? Every language 
expresses certain fundamental contrasts or oppositions that 
belong to its universal vocabulary, and consequently only 
universal, elemental, productive words will serve; thus: man and 
God, man and beast, man and nature, and so forth. Suppose, in 
responding to certain pressures that come from outside the 
language, we render these oppositions by substituting "humanity" 
or "human persons" for "man." It might be argued in a given case 
that the substitution almost overlaps "man" in the sense of being 
synonymous with "man." But are we really translating what the 
original speaker said? Only in a very limited sense. This might be 
clearer if we imagined a translation of theos kai anthropos by 
"divinity and humanity." Even if we ignore the fact that the new 
words are not as universally intelligible as "God and man," it is 
still plain that the new wording does not belong to the elementary 
vocabulary which is the common property of speakers of every 
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age, social class, and occupation, but rather it enters the language 
(as it were) through a narrow door, through legal and 
philosophical discourse. 

There is an important asymmetry to be noticed here. The 
phrase "divinity and humanity" is restricted in sociolinguistic 
terms, but "God and man" isn't. The former belongs to a 
particular milieu which the sociolinguist can identify, but the 
latter does not belong to any identifiable milieu: it is universal. 
Now it is a linguistic fact-not merely a subjective matter of 
aesthetics-that if we put the words "What God has joined 
together, humans beings must not separate" into the mouth of 
Jesus, we change the language of the gospel, even if we don't 
change the meaning of the words, even if we don't put the 
doctrine at risk. In the revised English, Jesus is speaking like a 
lawyer. In the original, he speaks like a man. To repeat, it is not 
just a matter of how widely the meaning of the new words is 
known; the point is that in departing from the fundamental 
lexicon here we are departing from the language we are supposed 
to communicate by translation. 

As noted above, the claim that English "man" no longer means 
what anthropos means is false. This is demonstrable from the fact 
that no rival productive morpheme exists. Some words (like 
"humanity" or "persons") can be pressed into service to carry part 
of the semantic freight of "man" in particular expressions, but 
none is remotely close to filling its place in the active grammar of 
the speakers. Again, such elemental productive morphemes can 
and do change over time, but a language can no more 'lose' such 
a building block without compensation than arithmetic can lose 
an operation like division or multiplication. The scenario in 
which an English speaker is pictured trying and failing to call to 
mind the English for dexter or unus or homo is linguistically 
vacuous. 

X. HORIZONTAL INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE IN OPERATION 

The difficulties that result from using inclusive language in 
translation are patent in all the recently issued versions of the 
Bible that employ such devices. In every case they have the effect 
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of distancing the reader cognitively from the original text; it 
should be stressed that this is true even of so-called horizontal 
inclusive language. The following illustrative passages a:re taken 
from the inclusivized New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) and 
the Revised New American Bible (RNAB, published by the 
Catholic bishops of the United States), and contrasted with the 
very literal Revised Standard Version of the Bible (RSV). 
Notwithstanding their manifold deficiencies, the NRSV and 
RNAB are billed as 'moderate' by their respective publishers in 
their recourse to inclusive language. 

(1) The literal (and traditional) rendering of Genesis 1:27 is: 

God created man (hfi-'iit}/im =homo) in his image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. 

The NRSV translation gives: 

God created humankind in his own image, 
in the image of God he created them; 
male and female he created them. 

Genesis 1:27 is a key text for Christian anthropology and plays 
a central role in the doctrine of sexual complementarity. Of 
particular importance is the testimony of original unity, expressed 
in Hebrew by (ha-)'adam, which is realized in two ways, male and 
female, zakar and naqebah. The circumlocutions and alterations 
of number in the NRSV put the teaching of the passage beyond 
the reach of anyone who does not have knowledge of the 
Hebrew. It was not humankind that God created in his image but 
ma:n. A kind (or a race) is a collectivity but man is a unity. God 
could be sa:id to have created man even if Ada:m died 
companionless, but he could not be said to have created 
human-kind in these circumstances. It is clear that for the sacred 
author the human race as such begins in the following verse, with 
the blessing of God and the command "be fruitful a:nd multiply," 
which is carefully preserved as a:n event distinct from the creation 
of the two-in-one. To say that it was humankind that God made 
in his image is to introduce, gratuitously, a number of uncer-
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tainties as to whether and how man's resemblance to God is to be 
found in the collectivity, the abstract, the social, etc. The sacred 
author displays the same precision in the use of the object 
pronouns: "in the image of God he created him; male and' female 
he created them." The failure to preserve this shift in translation 
deceptively suggests that the antecedents are the same in the 
original; there is no way for the English reader to recover the 
underlying text. 

(2) Consider the RNAB rendering of Romans 5: 12 and 15: 

[12] Through one person (henos anthriipou) sin entered the world, and through 
sin, death, and thus death came to all, inasmuch as all sinned ... [15] For if by 
that one person's transgression the many died, how much more did the grace 
of God and the gracious gift of the one person (henos anthriipou) Jesus Christ 
overflow for the many. 

The logic of St. Paul's argument in one of the doctrinally key 
passages in the New Testament is here forfeited for the sake of 
inclusive language. The point is not that one person (one 
individual, one personal existent) was the source of sin and death 
and one person is the source of grace, but that both events are 
effected di' henos anthropou: through one man, one homo. As the 
patristic formula has it: "What is not assumed [sc. by Christ] is 
not redeemed"; we are redeemed in our humanity because God's 
Son became man. The Pauline theology of redemption is 
irretrievable from this translation, even though the tampering is 
putatively horizontal in scope. Moreover, the circumlocution 
"person" introduces a particularly regrettable conceptual 
anachronism into the text. To use the word "person" for an 
essential, defining characteristic is to beg confusion with the later 
notion of prosopon as a person of the Trinity, though of course 
this meaning is nowhere found in St. Paul. Thus, through the 
reviser's avoidance of the only natural equivalent of anthropos, 
not only is the authentic teaching obscured but false scents are 
dragged across the trail and the reader is gratuitously made prey 
to misconceptions that are difficult to put right without access to 
the original Greek. 

(3) A literal translation of Revelation 22: 12 is: 
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Behold, I am coming soon, my recompense [is] with me, 
to repay each according to his work. 

The R.NAB says: 

Behold, I, Jesus, am coming soon. I bring with me 
the recompense I will give to everyone according to their deeds. 

This passage is instructive in showing how even minor departures 
from natural language have unanticipated consequences for 
meaning. Here the revisers needed to resort to defective grammar 
by correlating singular "everyone" with plural "their" so as to 
avoid the English masculine (unmarked) form corresponding to 
the original. Less obvious however is the decision to render the 
Greek hekasta "to each" as if it were panti "to everyone," and 
thus suggesting, wrongly, that the recompense will be the same 
for all. Small adjustments require other small adjustments, which, 
taken together, warp the natural way in which languages convey 
meanmg. 

(4) The literal (RSV) translation of Psalm 71:11 is: 

[My enemies] say, "God has forsaken him; 
pursue and seize him." 

The NRSV translates: 

They say, "Pursue and seize that person 
whom God has forsaken." 

For Psalm 41: 9 the RSV has: 

[My enemies] say, "A deadly thing has fastened upon him; 
he will not rise again from where he lies." 

But the RNAB gives: 

I have a deadly disease, they say, 
I will never rise from my sickbed. 

In these passages the Psalmist speaks in the first person, and, in 
the course of his complaint, he recites the taunting of his 
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enemies-taunts that, in the Hebrew as in the RSV translation, 
indicate that the Psalmist is male. For the sake of inclusivity the 
revisers of both the NRSV and RNAB have �r�e�-�w�r�i�t�t�~�n� the 
pertinent verses in order to neutralize the masculine pronouns of 
the Hebrew. Now it is a peculiarity of first-person-singular 
discourse that that the gender of the subject-referent does not 
need to be made grammatically explicit to the hearer; gender 
revelation occurs 'gratuitously' in languages with composite 
adjectival tenses (cf. Italian sono andato vs. sono andata) and of 
course by other kinds of incidental self-reference ("I am a 
seamstress"). Accordingly, when we read first-person-singular 
discourse we usually have to find oblique dues as to the gender of 
the speaker. So, for example, in reading a first-person lament such 
as Psalm 71 ("In thee, 0 Lord, I take refuge ... ") we have no 
clues, grammatical or narrative, as to the gender of the speaker, 
and the first ten verses could be put into the mouth of a man or 
a woman indifferently. But beginning with verse 11 we have a 
gender-specific self-reference: "For my enemies speak concerning 
me ... and say, 'God has forsaken him; pursue and seize him; for 
there is no deliverer."' Since this phrase is embedded in 
first-person discourse it specifies the gender of the narrative "I" 
as masculine-as unambiguously as it is specified in the Italian 
phrase sono andato. A commentator may be entirely justified in 
believing that the narrative has theological application not only 
to the speaker but to men and women indifferently, but the 
translator must be faithful to the device of the author, which (in 
this case, as in Psalms 35, 27, 41, 42, 109, and 119) is to 
announce himself as male. When the NRSV writes "Pursue and 
seize that person"we have circumlocution in place of translation. 
The RNAB resorts to another device in rendering Psalm 41: 9. 
Here the revisers change the grammatical person of the embedded 
quotation from third ("he will not rise") to first ("I will never 
rise") in defiance of the Hebrew. In so doing they have given rise 
to two further departures from the original text. First, whereas 
the Hebrew lets us hear the actual taunts of the Psalmist's 
adversaries in direct discourse, the inclusivized version changes 
this to indirect discourse; the literary effect is not the same. 
Second, the neutralization of gender also constricts the range of 
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intertextual (typological) interpretations beyond that available to 
the Hebrew text. This subject requires a discussion of its own. 

XI. HORIZONTAL LANGUAGE AND THE PREEMPTION OF TYPES 

Problems of Christo logical and other typological interpretation 
are markedly compounded by application of inclusive-language 
devices to the translation of the Old Testament. To take an 
example that has been a recent subject of controversy, should the 
beginning of Psalm 1 be translated literally ("Happy the man who 
walks not in the way of the wicked") or is the inclusivized 
rendering acceptable here (RNAB: "Happy those who do not 
follow the counsel of the wicked")? The patristic exegetical 
tradition shows some diversity in its judgment as to whether "the 
blessed man" in question is or is not a typological reference to 
Christ. 12 Yet even if the case for Christo logical interpretation is 
put at its weakest, the fact remains that not all translations are 
equally revelatory of the various possibilities of interpretation. 
The literal "happy the man" rendering permits the Christological 
(or another typological) interpretation, but it does not require it; 
even if the sentiment were general/aphoristic (i.e., a truism about 
men in general), all readers except the most committed feminists 
would be able to find that reading in the English. The symmetry 
does not hold for the indusivized version, however; "happy 
those" cannot be given the historical specificity needed to make 
it typological. The literal translation preserves multiple levels of 
meaning; the non-literal seals off all but the one before the mind 
of the translator. 

But the problems do not end there. Psalm 119 begins, "Happy 
are those whose way is blameless ... ". Here the Hebrew itself is 
plural; the general application is explicit and no interpretative 
effort is required to reach it. The prima facie conclusion is that, 
since the Hebrew authors were capable of expressing a generally 
applicable truth with the plural, they may well have had a good 
reason for using the singular in the instances where it is found; 
even if this reason were purely stylistic, it is reckless to disregard 

12 The patristic interpretative tradition is expounded in a tour de force by Chrysogonus 
Waddell, "A Christological Interpretation of Psalm 1?" Communio 22 (Fall 1995): 502-21. 
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it without compelling arguments to do so. In the RNAB the 
distinction between the kinds of discourse exhibited in Psalm 1 
and Psalm 119 is lost. 

XII. SECONDARY NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF 

INCLUSIVE-LANGUAGE DEVICES IN TRANSLATION 

The use of horizontal inclusive language has a collateral effect 
that is too seldom noticed. Once the translator eliminates the 
unmarked generic to a perceptible extent, he paradoxically puts 
exaggerated and misapplied emphasis on the maleness of the 
masculine forms that remain: in effect, all masculines become 
marked for gender. The NRSV, for example, is generally ruthless 
in excising "man" for anthropos, but retains it in Romans 5-not 
unreasonably, when one considers the problems with the 
alternatives (see the discussion of the RNAB version above). But 
when we read in the NRSV "sin came into the world through one 
man" our confusion is genuine; precisely to the extent that our 
expectations are based on the NRSV grammar (without generic 
"man") we will understand St. Paul to be speaking about one 
male. 13 In introducing exactly the kind of misunderstanding for 
which they are invoked as the cure, the inclusive devices cut their 
own throat. The same problem vexes the RNAB, in which male 
kinship terms are neutralized so often (children for sons, friends 
for brothers, ancestors for fathers, etc.) that where the direct 
translation is retained the semantic stress on maleness is 
disproportionately great. 

CONCLUSION 

The solecisms created by inclusive language in the examples we 
have discussed are not the kind of problem that a more skillful 
translator could eliminate. They are a necessary consequence of 
the program of departing from the 'eco-system' of a natural 
language, in which meanings and stresses are assigned with 
subtlety and precision by devices native to its genius, in favor of 

13 I owe this observation to Fr. John Rock, S.J. (personal communication). 
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a system of contrived meanings and emphases whose values are 
laid down by fiat. In the short term, it may seem prudent and 
advantageous to employ words like "humankind" and other such 
devices as interim solutions to a vexed pastoral problem. But in 
the long term such compromises must change the language in 
which God has revealed himself. Where the Bible and the liturgy 
speak to us in the elemental, universal terms of existence, we can 
not replace them with legal, philosophical, or political contriv­
ances without changing the nature of the documents themselves. 
Rather than manipulate the bedrock terms of revelatory discourse 
in the hope of hitting a moving target, it is wiser to preserve as 
carefully as possible the language of the text, trusting in the 
natural linguistic intuitions of its hearers to find the intended 
meaning. They almost never fail. 



BOOK REVIEWS 

Church Teaching Authority: Historical and Theological Studies. By JOHN P. 
BOYLE. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995. Pp. 241. 
$38.95 (cloth). ISBN 0-268-00805-1. 

John Boyle has written a useful, if sometimes flawed, book regarding the 
history and theology of the magisterium. The work has been knitted together 
with four of the nine chapters previously published in various journals. Most 
readers will remember the two articles on the ordinary magisterium which 
Boyle published in The Heythrop Journal several years ago. In these two pieces, 
comprising chapters 1 and 2 of the book, Boyle is particularly concerned with 
nineteenth-century Scholasticism and its attempt to block professors such as 
Frohschammer and Dollinger from seeking dialogue with Protestant thought 
and with modern philosophy in general. Also discussed at length is the extent 
of authority attributed to the ordinary and the universal ordinary magisterium 
from Tuas libenter to Dei Filius. Germane to the early chapters, and thoroughly 
trumpeted throughout the book, is the claim that our understanding of the 
magisterium cannot be formulated in such a way as to cause the laity to have 
merely a passive role in the reception of the faith. 

In his chapter on the obsequium mentis et voluntatis, Boyle examines the 
nature of Church teaching authority during both the Jansenist controversy and 
the Counter-Reformation. He sensibly notes that the kind of teaching activity 
described by the term "ordinary magisterium" existed well before the 
consistent use of the term in the nineteenth century. His major point, however, 
is that there were a variety of theories on precisely how assent to this teaching 
should be understood, especially among eighteenth-century theologians such 
as Ballerini, Zaccaria, and Cappellari. He concludes that although the notion 
of obsequium was interpreted in different ways, the possibility of erroneous 
teaching was lost in the polemics of the Counter-Reformation. 

Of singular importance to chapter 5 is the question of authoritative, 
non-definitive teaching from Vatican I to Humani generis, treating along the 
way theologians such as Franzelin, Palmieri, Billot, and Zapelena. Boyle claims 
that there is a linear development from the council to the encyclical on the type 
of assent owed to ordinary magisterial teaching. He also brings to our attention 
the list of teachings that have been altered by the Church, citing as examples 
the prohibition of usury, the teaching on religious liberty, and the authorship 
of the Pentateuch. Boyle concludes the chapter by joining his voice to those (he 
cites Congar) who deplore certain factors that lead to excesses of the 
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magisterium: (1) concern for certitude and (2) preoccupation with unity. These 
factors lead to an allegedly hazardous situation whereby language taken from 
the theology of faith, obsequium fidei, is now analogically applied to the assent 
owed Church authority, obsequium mentis et voluntatis. The danger, of course, 
is that all Church teaching is subtly understood as irreformable. 

Boyle follows with an analysis of Church teaching authority as it is 
presented in the 1983 Code of Canon Law, claiming that one finds there 
insufficient emphasis on both collegiality and subsidiarity, especially when 
compared with Vatican II. Canon 754, for example, speaks of the authority of 
bishops; however, since their universal authority is limited to certain 
circumstances, day-to-day authority necessarily falls to the Roman 
congregations. Boyle also argues that the laity's munus propheticum, important 
to Lumen gentium 12 and 35, is not mentioned in book 3 of the new code, 
thereby reducing the book primarily concerned with the munus docendi to a 
treatise on the hierarchical magisterium. Further, the new code fails to make 
clear that the magisterial call for assent to Church teaching differs with regard 
to degrees of authority. For Boyle, all these issues smack of a return to ecclesia 
docens et discens, giving the impression that popes and bishops are the only 
true authorities in the Church. On the contrary, he argues, a true communio 
model of the Church demands that some mention be made of the laity, and 
even of university faculties, as proper loci theologici. 

Related to the issues above are Boyle's reflections on the question of 
reception of Church teaching. Borrowing heavily from Congar, he notes that 
the definition of Vatican I on papal infallibility occurred in certain 
politico-historical circumstances. These circumstances now lead us to 
contextualize and rethink the meaning of the definition. Of particular 
significance for Boyle is the fact that Vatican I, in its attempt to exclude even 
a hint of Galli can theology from the definition, added the notorious ex sese non 
ex consensu clause, thereby appearing to exclude any legitimate notion of 
reception. Here, as elsewhere, Boyle regrets the fact that all teaching power in 
the Church appears to have one locus only-Rome. The faithful and even most 
bishops seem to have lost any authoritative role. The author reminds us that 
this centralizing, mono-didaskalian approach cannot work, for it does not 
properly represent the view of the Church envisioned by Vatican II. 

Toward the end of the book, Boyle engages in a discussion of the 1990 
instruction Donum veritatis. He makes several helpful points about the 
freedom of theology and notes, as Francis Sullivan did before him, that the 
document fails to make use of the 1975 theses promulgated by the 
International Theological Commission on the relationship between the 
magisterium and theology. More puzzling is his claim that the document strikes 
a clerical, even monastic tone which many theologians will regard as 
incomplete. As may be expected from the general tenor of the book, Boyle 
decries the various oaths, professions of faith, and canonical mandates 
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emanating from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. These 
represent, once again, the unacceptable centralization which Rome favors. 

Boyle concludes his work with a final plea reminding readers of the 
unrecognized theological and canonical importance of Lumen gentium 12, of 
the fact that the whole Church, not the bishops alone, is the indefectible bearer 
of truth, that doctrinal development is a collective rather than individual 
process, that we should beware the danger of creeping infallibilism, and that 
there is a legitimate possibility of dissent to ordinary magisterial teaching. 

Generally speaking, Boyle's book represents a contribution to theology both 
because he knows the history of the discipline (not always expected today) and 
because he properly warns us against a completely centralized Church which, 
however doubtfully existent today, remains always a political and theological 
temptation. On the other hand, Boyle is too often given over to a petulant 
spirit: why doesn't the magisterium use theological notes? why does it ignore 
the schola theologornm? why does it so easily impose penalties? why does it not 
talk about dissent? and, most unusually, why are the official congregational 
documents necessarily in Latin? This tone, found throughout the book, mars 
clear thinking and does nothing, in itself, to advance Church unity and 
communion. 

With regard to the issues of theological notes, the nature of the sensus 
fidelium, the role of reception, and the proper mode of legitimate dissent, 
further reflection is always essential. Boyle has done a service, therefore, in 
bringing these questions to the fore. Unfortunately, at several points he 
overplays his hand. Little attention is given to the fact that the concepts of 
sensus fidelium and reception are still in their fluid and formative theological 
and canonical stages. Turning them into epistemological principles for the 
guidance of the Church's life, especially as Boyle envisions them, would be, at 
the least, precipitate. On other points, too, such as the too-easy magisterial 
elision from obsequium fidei to obsequium intellectus et voluntatis, or the 
curia's alleged obsession with centralization, or the fear that Donum veritatis 
will tie the hands of theologians, Boyle seems too much the alarmist, perhaps 
seeing a crisis where none exists. 

The truly significant task facing theologians today is to express, with all the 
nuances and sophistication of their discipline, the challenges facing the Church 
on matters such as pluralism, ideology, reception, legitimate dissent, etc., while 
at the same time showing solicitude for the unity of Church life and teaching 
and proceeding with a clear understanding that their own mission must be 
conducted within the fullness of the Church's faith. Boyle's book comes close, 
but ultimately misses the mark. 

THOMAS GUARINO 

Seton Hall University 
South Orange, New Jersey 
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Ongoing Incarnation: Johann Adam Mohler and the Beginnings of Modern 
&clesiology. By MICHAEL}. HIMES. New York: Crossroad Herder, 1997. 
Pp. ix + 356. $39.95 (paper). ISBN 0-8245-1663-X. 

Symbolism: Exposition of the Doctrinal Differences between Catholics and 
Protestants as Evidenced by Their Symbolical Writings. By JOHANN ADAM 

MOHLER. Introduction by MICHAEL J. HIMES. New York: Crossroad 
Herder, 1997. Pp. xxxiv + 513. $29.95 (paper). ISBN 0-8245-1665-6. 

The two-hundred-year anniversary of the birth of Johann Adam Mohler, the 
favorite son of the first generation of the Catholic Tiibingen School, was 
celebrated in 1996. The event has been marked with the new release of 
Mohler's two classic works: Peter Erb has prepared the first English translation 
of Unity in the Church or The Principle of Catholicism: Presented in the Spirit 
of the Church Fathers of the First Three Centuries (The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1996), and James Burton Robertson's 1843 translation of the 
fifth edition of Symbolism: Exposition of the Doctrinal Differences between 
Catholics and Protestants as Evidenced by Their Symbolical Writings has been 
reissued. To add to the occasion there have appeared the valuable new work 
by Michael J. Himes, Ongoing Incarnation: Johann Adam Mohler and the 
Beginnings of Modern Ecclesiology, and numerous essays on Mohler in The 
Legacy of the Tubingen School: The Relevance of Nineteenth-Century Theology 
for the Twenty-First Century, edited by Donald J. Dietrich and Michael J. 
Himes (Crossroad Herder, 1997). In addition, since 1989 Rudolf Reinhardt 
and Reinhold Rieger have published five volumes of previously unpublished 
lectures by Mohler on canon law, biblical exegesis, and Church history. This 
Mohler revival is a fitting tribute to an important figure. 

The two books by Mohler, Unity and Symbolism, have long been staples for 
European theologians, not only among the heirs of the Tiibingen tradition like 
Karl Adam, Josef Rupert Geiselmann, and Walter Kasper, but also for the 
influential Roman School of Giovanni Perrone, Carlo Passaglia, and Clemens 
Schrader; and more recently these texts have received the scholarly attention 
of Yves Congar, Heribert Miihlen, and Hans Urs von Balthasar. These new 
English publications reflect the most impressive reception of Mohler's works 
in North America, but not the first. A long and distinguished list of Catholic 
and Protestant scholars in North America have read Mohler's writings. Since 
Unity was only available in German and French editions in the past, it 
unfortunately received limited attention in Anglophone countries. Yet 
Symbolism was read at Brook Farm by Theodore Parker and Isaac Hecker, and 
was a great resource for Catholic converts, including Orestes Brownson. 
Protestant luminaries Philip Schaff and John Nevin, the architects of 
"Mercersburg Theology," also read Mohler's main works with interest and 
appreciation. Mohler also had his British sympathizers. Besides the tenuous 
connection to J. H. Newman, there is evidence of his influence in the writings 
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of W. G. Ward, H. E. Manning, and W. E. Gladstone. North Americans have 
published four major essays on Mohler: G. Voss (1943), P. Riga (1961), P. 
Rosato (1978), and M. Himes (1996), and three dissertations: Henry R. 
Nienaltowski on doctrinal development (1959), Joseph Fitzer on the F. C. Baur 
and Mohler debate on theological anthropology (1970), and Michael Himes on 
ecclesiology (1980). 

Himes, returning to the topic of his dissertation, has prepared a rich and 
generous interpretation of the Mohlerian corpus. His basic line of argument is 
that Mohler's ecclesiology needs to be understood in relation to his theological 
anthropology, specifically his construal of the God-world and God-humankind 
relationship, and that both his ecclesiology and his anthropology evolve in 
subtle and important ways. 

Two dominant movements in post-I ridentine Catholic Germany provide the 
context for Himes's investigation of Mohler. The proponents of a Catholic 
Aufklarung combined their advocacy of freedom and individuality in matters 
ecclesial with a German version of a Gallican commitment, Febronianism, 
where local episcopal control was valued and the Church and its liturgy were 
envisioned as a school of morality. Catholic romantic thinkers, most notably 
J. M. Sailer, shared certain Febronian proclivities, while they emphasized 
religious affectivity and experience, envisioned the Church as a community of 
the heart, and recognized the Spirit as the agent of communal belonging and 
identity. Within this unstable cultural milieu, Himes recounts the establishment 
of a Catholic theological faculty at Ellwangen in 1812, where Mohler studied 
with dogmatic professor Johann Sebastian Drey among others, and the 
relocation of this Catholic faculty in 1817 to its place alongside of the 
distinguished Protestant faculty at the University of Tilbingen. 

After detailing Mohler's appointment to teach Church history at Tilbingen 
and his seven-month tour of Catholic and Protestant faculties in Germany, 
Himes assesses Mohler's earliest ecclesiology, reflected in his lectures on canon 
law and in his first book reviews and essays (1823-25). Here two alternative 
ecclesiologies are detected. One reflects the canon-law textbook that he used 
in his earliest lectures, which exhibited Aufklarung tendencies: an 
individualistic, moralistic, and pedagogical understanding of the Church, which 
is combined with the post-Tridentine defense of Bellarmine's claims about the 
divine origins of the Church as an unequal society. Subsequently an 
"alternative" ecclesiology appears in Mohler's occasional writings. His critique 
of an ultramontanist canon-law textbook offers a glimpse of his changing 
theological position, one that is episcopalist in intention, but neither Febronian 
nor Aufklarung in design; rather, it springs from a deeper vision of the "whole 
Church," the community of believers, the universal Church which gives rise to 
hierarchical offices. He begins to describe the Church as a Gemeinschaft instead 
of a Gesellscahft (societas), with its source in the Spirit of God uniting the laity 
and clergy. 
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Unity in the Church (1825) is credited with confronting the dilemma of the 
inner pious Church accentuated by Sailer in contradistinction to the external 
visible Church of post-Tridentine ecclesiology, and the dichotomy between the 
individual as the locus of Spirit's activity and the sacramental and hierarchical 
community. Mohler's resolution is achieved by developing a Spirit-centered 
ecclesiology that is informed by "the organic principle" which he learned from 
Schelling and Drey and "the panentheistic principle," which is the hallmark of 
Schleiermacher's early theology. Here Himes begins to untangle adroitly the 
knotty issue of Mohler's changing assessment of Schleiermacher's theology. 
Schleiermacher's panentheistic principle of being one with the universe, 
wherein humanity is recognized as a part of the whole, exerted a decisive 
influence on the young Mohler. At this stage Mohler qualified Schleiermacher's 
affirmations by appealing to the formulas of the Fathers of the Church as a 
complement and corrective, and he even rebuked him for reducing the Spirit 
of God to the communal spirit (Gemeingeist); but this chiding was only a 
foretaste of what would later escalate into a full-blown critique. 

Himes nicely captures the dynamism of the individual in relation to the 
whole community that propels part 1 of Unity: an individual person can only 
be fulfilled in community, and the Christian community can only thrive by 
uniting the contributions of diversity, while standing firmly against egoistic 
brands of individualism that distinguish heresy. Part 2 of Unity finds its 
governing principle in the formula "the ideal must become real," which is 
derived from Schelling's philosophy. This explains how various structures in 
the Church are the necessary realization and externalization of a prior internal 
reception of the Spirit's charisms at work in the community: law, the common 
and ordained priesthood, the episcopacy, and the papacy. 

Mohler has "second thoughts" about his early formulations, especially his 
initial panentheistic formulation of the God-world relationship, as it bears 
upon both the divine and the human poles of the relationship. First, in his book 
on Athanasius, he defends the transcendence of the immanent Trinity in the 
revelation of the God-world relationship and criticizes Schleiermacher's 
Sabellianism. Second, he judges that the panentheistic principle also 
short-changes the distinctively human (imago dei) in relation to the human 
cooperation with the divine in the work of the Holy Spirit (similitudo dei), an 
argument gleaned from his essays on Anselm. 

Himes's last four chapters are devoted primarily to an analysis of 
Symbolism: two on anthropology, followed by two on Mohler's corresponding 
ecclesiology. Himes analyzes the anthropology of the first edition, then 
presents its critique by Mohler's Lutheran colleague at Tiibingen, F. C. Baur, 
along with Mohler's response. At issue is whether Mohler's treatment of the 
human person's created capacity for God and organic development with divine 
assistance into the likeness of God is ultimately an excessive form of 
supernaturalism that results in the human person being merely passive, and 
divine grace being accidental or extrinsicist. Mohler defends and clarifies his 
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position, but the question remains whether he has limited human and divine 
freedom in his conception of the supernatural. In the subsequent chapter 
Mohler's response to Louis Bautain's brand of fideism is treated, followed by 
an analysis of the anthropology in the fifth edition, which provides the fullest 
articulation of his position. Himes detects an important shift: whereas Mohler 
had earlier held to the theory that the original justice and holiness of Adam 
were supernatural accidents not really distinct from one another, he now holds 
that Adam's original justice is a natural accident, while his holiness is a 
supernatural accident (247). The human is neither completely passive, nor is 
original justice a state of pure nature, but one of total dependence on God. 
"There are not two levels of reality, the natural and the supernatural, but only 
one. Nature and supernature are two modes of existence of the same reality" 
(250). The transcendence of God and the integrity of the human person are 
thereby both maintained. 

This study culminates in an analysis of Mohler's ecclesiology in Symbolism. 
Chapter 9 is devoted to the "descending ecclesiology" of section 36 in the 
revised editions of Symbolism, where Mohler proposed that the Church is the 
ongoing incarnation. This Christocentric formula justifies the visibility of the 
Church and the exercise of the prophetic office of the hierarchy, and, as Himes 
insists, provides a Chalcedonian framework for protecting the integrity of both 
the divine and the human character of the Church, distinct yet united, in a 
manner entirely consistent with Mohler's anthropology. The transition from 
Unity to Symbolism is delineated, from a pneumatocentric to a Christocentric 
focus in ecclesiology, and from a priority on the human person's interior 
capacity and openness to God to a priority on the exteriority and authority of 
revelation. Himes uses the debate with Baur to elucidate Mohler's defense of 
the priority of the extrinsic visibility of the Church in relation to the internal 
and invisible as a stand against the inherent and inevitable subjectivism of the 
position of Luther and Protestants in general. 

Chapter 10 submits that there is an "ascending ecclesiology" in section 37 
ol Symbolism, a section added in the second edition of 1833 as a complement 
to section 36. The supernaturalist and extrinsic tendencies of the first edition 
are here offset by an affirmation of an inward impulse or inclination in the 
human person that leads people to a visible community through aesthetic 
sensibility, reason, and the will. In this section we find echoes of Unity and 
specifically a stress on the importance of the Spirit at work in the human. 
Moreover, there is an acknowledgement of the sinfulness of individuals in the 
Church, and of common guilt among both Catholics and Protestants (303 ). But 
the Church remains sinless, and Mohler's supernaturalism remains intact. 

If the church, as the continuation of the Incarnation, is the embodiment 
of the God-humankind relation, the statement that the human pole can 
fail in its receptivity to the divine without in any way affecting the 
quality of the relationship itself seems to reflect the difficulty. already 
observed in the first four editions of Symbolik which Mohler had in 
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maintaining the full validity of the human pole of the relationship. 
Here it shows itself in his inability to speak of a sinful church rather 
than simply of a church whose members are sinners. (304) 

But Himes holds out the possibility that in light of the revisions in his 
anthropology, seen in the one section of the fifth edition that was completed 
at the time of his death, Mohler could have underscored the integrity of the 
human in the Church, and therefore the sinfulness of the Church, more than 
he had in previous editions (304). Moreover, it "could have easily led him to 
renewed interest in the human community simply as a human community with 
its possibilities for responding to divine self-communication" (322). 

Himes concludes by acknowledging Mohler's real achievement: in the place 
of a canonical or Scholastic treatise on the institution of the Church, Mohler 
developed a genuine theology of the mystery of the Church based on central 
tenets of faith. His defense of the integrity of the divine and the human poles 
in the relationship of grace suggests to Himes that he was "most directly 
engaged in combatting ecclesiological monophysitism" (332). The problem is 
that this assessment must be reconciled with the influential reception of 
Mohler's work, which did suffer from this monophysite affliction. Himes 
contends that the reception has been selective. The Christocentric ecclesiology 
of Symbolism was more widely accepted in official circles than the 
pneumatocentric vision of Unity. And certain claims from Symbolism about the 
Christological justification for the visible structure and authority of the Church 
(the descending ecclesiology) were torn from their proper frame of reference 
in relation to the fuller affirmation of the integrity of the divine and the human 
poles of the grace relationship (the ascending ecclesiology). Without the 
balance of Mohler's larger argument, the risk of ecclesiological monophysitism 
is greater. 

Himes accentuates the positive. He aims to convince his readers that 
Mohler's mature anthropology sufficiently maintains the proper balance 
between the human and the divine in the grace relationship and could do so 
also for his ecclesiology were it to be worked out. But there are undercurrents 
in Himes's presentation. He acknowledges the lingering threat of excessive 
supernaturalism in Mohler's writings and his insutficient attention to the 
human and sinful character of the Church. Do these not simply serve to 
resurface the nagging question about whether Mohler's position itself fosters 
ecclesiological monophysitism? There is no need to deny that Himes has 
offered a strong defense of Mohler's position against this charge based on his 
emerging anthropology. But other facets of Mohler's theology give further 
evidence that his position can be problematic and ambiguous: his Christology 
and pneumatology, and their bearing on his ecclesiology, offer key examples. 
These are matters that Himes and I have explored in the collection The Legacy 
of the Tiibingen School. 
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There are other classic topics at the center of Mohler's work, which lie 
beyond the scope of this study, but that would benefit from further 
investigation. The doctrine of the sacraments is the third topic alongside of 
anthropology and ecclesiology in Symbolism, where Mohler provides. a sacra­
mental vision of the Church closely related to his mature incarnational 
viewpoint, a commonplace connection in twentieth-century Catholic theology. 
Moreover, Mohler's views on the nature of tradition and on Catholic­
Protestant relations also merit ongoing scrutiny and commentary. 

Marquette University 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

BRADFORD E. HINZE 

Fils adoptifs de Dieu par Jesus Christ, By Luc-THOMAS SOMME, O.P. Paris: 
Librarie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1997. Pp. 401. 240 F (paper). ISBN 
2-7116-1314-3. 

Since the seventeenth century, when eminent scholars such as Lessius, Petau, 
and Thomassin wished to compare the teaching of St. Thomas on this point 
with that of the Greek Fathers, numerous studies have been devoted to the 
project. This book is not merely the last of an already long series. For the first 
time, this study has been conducted with the help of new methods of 
investigation now available to researchers, which enable them to carry out their 
task exhaustively. The Thomistic Index, whose use is now facilitated by 
CD-ROM, doubtless has its limitations, but it allows for verifications which 
have not been made up till now. Since excellent scriptural and patristic studies 
on this subject already exist, the author has not judged it practical to repeat 
their work, and therefore devotes his research exclusively to St. Thomas and 
his interpretation. The result is a methodically conducted, extensively 
researched, and scientific monograph that explores the subject in its most 
minute details. 

The book has three major sections. The first presents the texts of St. Thomas 
that treat of adoption (adoptio,. adoptare,. adoptius: 743 occurrences) in 
chronological order. Subdivided into two parts, it deals first with theological 
works: Sententia, De veri-eate, Contra Gentiles, Summa Theologiae, and various 
references scattered through other books (chaps. 1-5); and second, scriptural 

' commentaries: the Pauline Corpus, the Lectura Super Matthaeum and Super 
]oannem, as well as indications found in the Super Isaiam, the Psalms, and the 
Catena aurea (chaps. 6-9). 
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In the author's words, this first section answers the question, "What did St. 
Thomas say himself?" Prior to any status quaestionis, more or less biased in the 
sense of a thesis to be defended, he wants to give us access to the texts, and to 
all the texts, which he lists in parallel columns with their translations. He 
would have us judge for ourselves and would point out at once to what an 
extent the documentation, until now too limited, needs to be broadened. This 
is therefore an ample collection, complete, very carefully drawn up, and 
admirably presented, offering along the way all the information needed to 
situate and understand it. Of set purpose Fr. Luc-Thomas refrains from making 
any assessment of the data, intending rather to stimulate us to supply the 
missing commentary. 

At the end of the first section the results of this research are grouped under 
four points: (1) Thomas is concerned to show clearly the difference between 
the Son by nature and sons by adoption, so as to avoid any trace of 
adoptionism or Pelagianism (since it is the work of a purely gratuitous love); 
(2) the Trinitarian character of the adoption does not exclude a concern to 
weigh the respective roles of the Son (since it is through his mediation that the 
adoption is effected) and of the Spirit; (3) the role of the Spirit is precisely to 
conform us to the Son by nature and to guarantee the pledge of our inheritance 
as sons; the filial relation thus created by the Spirit is the life of God in us 
through the indwelling of the Trinity, and of us in God, through assimilation 
to the Son by nature; (4) baptism is the instrument of this regeneration in the 
Spirit. The chronological order does not allow us to perceive variations in the 
presence of these four principal themes, but we can discern a progressive 
distancing from the right to an inheritance and a growing emphasis on the 
similitude between the divine filiation of Christ and ours. These first results of 
the author's research will be taken up again and clarified in the third section. 

The second section continues the study, no longer in St. Thomas Aquinas. 
but in connection with him. If the absence of a status quaestionis caused 
surprise at the beginning of the book, this section presents it very 
advantageously. The author first recalls the teaching of Peter Lombard in the 
Sentences (which Thomas himself began with) as well as the Commentaries of 
Alexander of Hales, Albert the Great, and Bonaventure. He thus brings out 
clearly what is common to Scholasticism and what is proper to Thomas (chap. 
10). Then come the authors following St. Thomas: Peter of Tarantaise, Duns 
Scotus, Durand of Saint-Pouri,;ain, Peter of Aquila, and Dennis the Carthusian 
(chap. 11); followed by his commentators: Cajetan, Bartholomew of Medina, 
Banes, Vasquez, and Suarez (chap. 12), and John of St. Thomas, Gonet, the 
school of Salamanca, and Billuart (chap. 13). With the help of their practical 
erudition, the learned Jesuits, Lessius, Petau, and Thomassin, enliven the 
discussion and condition its end results (chap. 14). In regard to the nineteenth 
century, the author discusses the works of Desjardins, Regnon, and Terrien, 
and enlarges on a controversy between Scheeben and Grande.rath (chap. 15). 
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A series of eight authors in the first half of the twentieth century (chap. 16), 
and of nine in the second half of the century (chap. 17), witnesses to the fact 
that the topic is still timely. 

It is impossible to recount here all the results of this vast historical research, 
based directly on the texts of the authors studied. Its precise, unvarnished 
analysis enables us to grasp its contribution and limitations. The multiplicity of 
aspects from which St. Thomas approaches the question accounts for the 
frustration which led authors to advance limited viewpoints in a rather 
unilateral way. Successively we see innovative impulses emerging, then 
gradually being transformed into theological modes: the predominance of 
created grace, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, action created by uncreated 
Act and a quasi-formal cause, incorporation in Christ, appropriation, 
participation. In the measure in which these partial viewpoints are established 
as keys to interpretation while other aspects are neglected, we can lose sight of 
the real teaching of the authors in question and may not always distinguish it 
from mere deductions which were introduced in order to expand St. Thomas's 
thought. We see also how many doctrinal controversies on grace have 
influenced the study of divine filiation and have focussed attention on the 
determination of a formal causality, at the risk of restricting or overshadowing 
the spiritual implications. From this point of view, the renewal introduced by 
positive theology has somewhat disturbed "the scholastic tenor," and 
confrontation with the Greek Fathers has allowed us to become more aware of 
how extensively the Thomistic perspective was marked by the Latin, and more 
precisely Augustinian, tradition. More recently, the current debate, along with 
exegesis, has progressively influenced the challenge to the affirmation, common 
in Scholastic theology, according to which we are adopted like the Son by the 
Trinity. 

The third section returns directly to St. Thomas, to indicate no longer 
simply what he said, or what others said about him, but to give the reasons for 
his teachings. The author defines his plan as that of an exegetical inquiry which 
offers the Thomistic Index once again by way of throwing light, not now on 
filial adoption but rather on the divine filiation as such. The material is 
distributed over three chapters: divine filiation through adoption as a 
participated similitude to the divine filiation by nature (chap. 18); spiritual 
rebirth (chap. 19); and filial fear (chap. 20). 

This rereading brings unexpected results at times, since it permits us to 
weigh the explicit influence of certain Greek Fathers by way of 
Pseudo-Dionysius. It is this influence, joined to an ever-present Augustinian 
inspiration and an extensive use of the principle of causality to the maximum 
borrowed from Aristotle (the occasion of a very interesting challenge), which 
allows Aquinas to think about participation by similitude, by which he 
characterises the analogy between our divine filiation and that of the Word. 
Moreover, St. Thomas uses biblical and patristic concepts of generation and 
birth that allow him to measure the role of baptism and the sacramental and 
ecclesiological implications of the theme. But the author equally emphasizes an 
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astonishing Christological balance in his way of characterizing the divine 
filiation by adoption, because the assimilation and derivation which 
characterize this shared similitude are always accompanied by the affirmation 
of the intangible distance that separates the sons by participation from the Son 
by nature. We are really sons, but only one is the true Son. 

It will by now be obvious that this work is remarkable on many counts. 
First, for the richness of its historical documentation, which extends from the 
Middle Ages to our own day. Further, for the sobriety with which it handles 
this enormous mass. It could have overrun its limits by going into side 
developments which would have carried it too far afield, but, on the contrary, 
the main theme is pursued throughout. Again, for the precision and sureness 
of its analysis of texts; it excels in in disengaging the particular viewpoints of 
the authors studied, showing what is new in their contributions, and pointing 
out where they are faithful or unfaithful to the doctrine they are commenting 
on. 

Furthermore, I should like to emphasize the importance of the study of the 
Scripture commentaries. The author has understood this clearly, and 
synthesizes his final conclusion around the principal verses of Scripture, for, as 
he explains, in the study of this theme the reference to Scripture and to the 
genre of the work is more important than chronology. If it is true that it is 
difficult to make a synthesis, this stems from the fact that St. Thomas never 
attempted it for its own sake, being content to treat the multiplicity of aspects 
of this theme one by one as he encountered them. These are precisely the 
things which allow us to transcend the narrowness of the documentary 
foundation of so many other studies. 

Finally, by the way in which it has researched and synthesized St. Thomas's 
teaching, evaluating its multiple facets but also noting its weak points, this 
book answers beautifully to the kind of study we might wish for today, 
renewing our approach to the Master. There is need of this type of research 
conducted with exacting methodology and without ideology or apologetics, 
which will allow St. Thomas's exact place in the history of theology to be 
appreciated more objectively. 

Yet I cannot hide the fact that I should have liked something more, and that 
I experienced a relative frustration after reading this book. Of all the trails 
opening out in the first section, the author finally explores only a small 
number. Given their amplitude, it would have been difficult to do otherwise, 
but the fact is worth emphasizing because it is not true of Fr. Somme alone. I 
see in this-alongside of other beneficial aspects-one of the perverse effects 
of using the Thomistic Index: the mass of references which this work tool 
allows one to collect sometimes paralyzes reflection; the researcher so often 
finds he cannot use them all. A good balance therefore needs to be found, and 
in the present case we must invite the author himself to continue building on 
the foundation he has laid so well. I can only hope that some day he will 
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resume work on this task and carry it through to the end. (Translated by Sr. 
Mary Thomas Noble, O.P.) 

JEAN-PIERRE TORRELL;O.P. 

Albertinum 
Fribourg, Switzerland 

Theology in History. By HENRI DE LUBAC. Trans. ANNE ENGLUND NASH. San 
Franscisco: Ignatius Press, 1997. Pp. 625. $29.95 (paper). ISBN 
0-89870-472-3. 

Perhaps more than any single book, Theology in History communicates the 
multifaceted intellectual personality of Henri de Lubac. This wide-ranging 
collection of thirty-six previously published and unpublished scholarly and 
occasional texts, from ninety-three pages to a single page in length, contains 
some of de Lubac's most significant essays, as well as some less weighty, but no 
less trenchant, writings. Ignatius Press, in a translation that is mostly fine, has 
published in a single volume with two parts what in French was two 
volumes-Theologie dans l'histoire: I. Lalumiere du Christ and II. Questions 
disputees et resistance au nazisme (Paris: Desclee de Brouwer, 1990). Michel 
Sales, S.J., has written an informative forward and has edited the text with 
brief historical notes. Theology in History reveals de Lubac's unified theological 
perspective on the substance of the Christan faith within diverse historical, 
cultural-linguistic contexts. 

Part 1, "The Light of Christ," begins with a section on "The Fathers and 
Christian Humanism." In an article on "The Dialogue on the Priesthood by 
Saint John Chrysostom" (1978), de Lubac affirms the ministerial synthesis, 
necessary for the communication of the "gift of God," between teaching, 
worship, and government in the Church; a break-up of this unity results for the 
Church in "legalism in government, the magistery of professors in doctrine, 
superstition in worship" (30). "Origenian Transposition" (1961) examines 
Origen's purification and assimilation of Platonism in Christian faith; this 
method of transposition, as opposed to dialectical rejection, has been operative 
throughout the history of Christian thought. "Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
and Pedro Garcia" (1977) situates Pico within authentic Catholicism, despite 
the judgment of "a handful of theologians," among them Bishop Garcia and "a 
whole battalion of historians" (40). De Lubac's preface to G. Chantraine's 
'Mystere' et 'Philosophie du Christ' selon Erasmus (1971) presents Erasmus as, 
above all, a theologian who concentrated on the mysterium, philosophia 
Christi, and the bond between exegesis and theology. "On a Thought by 
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Pascal" (previously unpublished)-"The eternal silence of these infinite spaces 
frightens me"-diagnoses Pascal's internal struggle with the new secular vision 
of the world as analogous to Christ's paradigmatic and redemptive kenosis. In 
a masterful opusculum, "The Dispute in Modern Times about the Salvation of 
Origen" (1982), de Lubac presents an exemplary and fascinating study on the 
fate of the apocryphal "fall" of Origen in the history of scholarship. 

De Lubac attributed great importance to his unfinished and heretofore 
unpublished "Tripartite Anthropology," the longest text in Theology in History. 
The tripartition of man appears in St. Paul-"your entire being, spirit, soul and 
body" (1Thess5:23)-as "a threefold zone of activity, from the periphery to 
the center, or, to use a traditional and irreplaceable word, to the 'heart"' (117). 
While a number of commentators reduce man to a bipartite anthropology of 
soul and body, the spirit (pneuma) "is the principle of a higher life, the place 
of communication with God" (125). In an analysis that runs from antiquity to 
the modern period, de Lubac shows that "across languages, theories and, as one 
never stops saying today, cultural contexts that differ greatly, to be sure, it is 
possible to discern a fundamental continuity" (154). Worthy of its own 
separate discussion, "Tripartite Anthropology" displays de Lubac's magisterial 
command of the Christian tradition as well as his hermeneutical approach of 
affirming continuity amidst cultural-linguistic change. In contradistinction to 
"the narrow anthropological dualism that triumphed in modern Scholasticism 
as well as in the university philosophy springing from Cartesianism" (173 ), the 
tripartite anthropology is "the constant basis" (176) of human transcendence 
and Christian spirituality. De Lubac's position on the natural desire for God is 
evident in this concern for a human and "mysterious zone where the impulse 
toward God is situated" (200). 

The epilogue to part 1, "The Light of Christ," was published during the 
Nazi crisis. In it, we see the outlines of de Lubac's Christocentric approach. 
Christianity is presented in terms of its human and divine singularity, 
transcendence, newness and, above all, the "Deed of Charity" (209), Jesus 
himself-"So, from the beginning, the religion of Jesus, which is the ideal of 
love, was indivisibly the religion of Christ, that is the cult of incarnate Love" 
(215). 

Part 2 of Theology in History, "Disputed Questions and Resistance to 
Nazism," twice the length of part 1, has more of an historically engaged, 
controversial edge. Its first section presents important essays on "Disputed 
Theological Questions and Anticipations of Vatican II." In "Internal Causes of 
the Weakening and Disappearance of the Sense of the Sacred" (1942), de Lubac 
gives a scathing critique of the Catholicism of the time (with a French focus). 
He laments the lack of the sense of the sacred within the ecclesiastical world, 
a deficient rationalist theology, "a wholly external apologetic" (227), the 
"obliteration of the mystical point of view" (229), a truncated Eucharistic 
theology, an "entirely modern" (230) separation between nature and grace, 
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sentimentalism in a religious life preoccupied with devotions, all leading to a 
kind of childish and impotent theological witness in the face of an historical 
crisis. He defends "Catholic Action" in an article of the same title (1943 ), in a 
journal whose editor was subsequently tortured and killed by the Gestapo. 
"Against Vain Impatience" (1946) conveys the sense that everything has 
collapsed, and the Church must go back and is now going back to the sources 
and renewing from the ground up, centered in its inner life. 

Three significant theological essays follow. In order to resolve "The Problem 
of the Development of Dogma" (1948; appendix, 1955), de Lubac goes back 
to the fundamental question of the revelation of Jesus Christ, the unsurpassable 
"Whole of Dogma" (274). When they are understood in the logicist mechanics 
of theological conclusions, developments "will never be anything but coins in 
more distinct parts of a treasure already possessed in its entirety" (275). "The 
Mystery of the Supernatural" (1949) develops the conclusion of Surnaturel. 
The logic of the gift is at the heart of de Lubac's argument. The "modern" 
theory of pure nature is undercut because "the supernatural end cannot in any 
case be the object of an exigency"; God's gift "is and can be only totally 
gratuitous" (298). "The Doctrine of Father Lebreton on Revelation and Dogma 
according to His Anti-Modernist Writings" (unpublished, 1950s) is a masterful 
and nuanced presentation of the extremely seminal, though hardly known in 
this country, thought of Jules Lebreton. This essay shows de Lubac as a true 
disciple of Lebreton, particularly on the matter of revelation being the Person 
of Christ. Upon its inner illumination pertaining to the judgment, revelation is 
expressed and maintained in the Church through articuli fidei. There is much 
discussion of the nature of theological and dogmatic languange-the "perpetual 
transfer of old words to new meanings" (M. D. Chenu, quoted on p. 351). 
Despite the fact that Lebreton was commended by Pius X for having saved the 
Church from the Modernist "peril," the Jesuit censors in Rome declared the 
doctrine in this article "false, Modernist, contrary to the Vatican Council, to 
the encyclical Humani generis, etc." (317). 

The next section of Part II is entitled "Christian Resistance to Nazism and 
to Anti-Semitism." "The Theological Foundation of the Missions" (1941 and 
1946) is two lectures, the second being unpublished due to the Occupation. De 
Lubac traces the essentially missionary nature of the Church through Scripture, 
Old and New Testaments, and the principle of Christian universalism, attacked 
in Luther, Calvin, and modern racist theories. De Lubac notes that even L'ami 
du Clerge, the most frequently read journal by the French clergy at the time, 
in 1938 published an article describing as unimportant Pius Xi's condemnation 
of racism, in order to "excuse itself for having previously spoken of nazism 
with too little favor" (419). But human dignity is universal and, not dependent 
on monogenism, the human race is one. In "a thousand anonymous forms, the 
grace of Christ can be everywhere at work" (383), and since the "soul is 
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naturally Christian," it is "burning to be reunited with its Model ... through 
Christ" (405). 

"Letter to My Superiors" (Lyons, 25 April 1941) is an extraordinary 
historical document giving a firsthand account of the Church under the 
Occupation. De Lubac describes with surprise that there are "so few signs of 
uneasiness in Catholic and even ecclesiastical circles" (434). In addition to an 
absence of leadership and "total silence" with regard to pontifical condem­
nations and warnings, some bishops express satisfaction with the present 
situation from "the religious point of view" and speak of a "providential 
defeat" (434-35). A virulent anti-Semitism is "gaining ground among the 
Catholic elite, even in our religious houses" (438). At Notre Dame de Paris 
there is the announcement of a Nazi conference! Despite flickers of light, it is 
a distressing portrait. 

"Christian Explanation of Our Times" (1941) examines the contemporary 
collapse of civilization from the religious viewpoint-"the essential factor, that 
which basically governs all" (440). De Lubac describes the decline of 
Christianity through hypocrisy, privatization, disincarnate mysticism, alienation 
from roots, and rationalism; a Catholic renaissance would stress the 
interdependence of person and community and, above all, charity, "the whole 
of Christianity" (453 ). He discerns "A New Religious Front" (1941) (published 
in Switzerland and circulated in occupied France) in the wish to demolish what 
in the Old Testament is already of the New, and thus leaving Christian faith in 
shambles. Beyond the historical, metaphysical, and political-social attacks of 
the past on Christianity, "Spiritual Warfare" (1943) sees the human, in its 
spiritual totality, in jeopardy; against this, the spirit of Christianity must be 
rediscovered in its essence and from its sources as "the religion of Love" (499). 
"Homo juridicus" (1943) carries this on in its defense of human rights. 

The next section of Part II, "The Thought of Father Teilhard de Chardin," 
gives several examples of de Lubac's presentation and defense of the work of 
his close friend Teilhard. Published here, for the first time, is the notable 
"Tradition and Innovation in the Position of the Problem of God in Father 
Teilhard de Chardin." This report was given, at the behest of Paul VI, at what 
was in many ways a hostile Thomist Conference in Rome (1965), thus 
"breaking the ostracism that had been organized by a powerful coalition of 
influential theologians" (Sales, 16). It considers Teilhard's work as "a vast 
proof, renewed in a scientific perspective, of the immortality of the human soul 
and the existence of God; ... [advancing] to the threshold of the Christian 
faith" (505). "The Contribution of Teilhard to the Knowledge of God" (1969), 
in addition to indicating his harmony with traditional perspectives, stresses the 
legitimacy of Teilhard's original traits-particularly, that God, in this evolving 
universe, must be rationally conceived as personal, assuring the 
"personalization of the universe" (544); and that the universal Christ, emerging 
from the Cross, directs evolution. Three very brief pieces follow the two 
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previous substantial essays. "Note on Teilhard and the Problem of Evil" 
(unpublished) presents Teilhard's vision as dramatic. In his "Letter to a Council 
Father from Whom I Had Just Heard, in the Aula of Saint Peter's, an 
Intervention Unfavorable to Teilhard" (1965), de Lubac indicates how Hymne 
a la matiere has been entirely misquoted. De Lubac notes the link between 
"Teilhard and Newman" (unpublished). "The Deepest Spirit of Teilhard's 
Work" (unpublished) was to make the face of the Lord seen and loved. 

The last section in part 2, "Figures," contains some of de Lubac's brief 
testimonies on contemporary persons and works. To "Abbe Jules Monchanin" 
(no publication information given) is appended a fascinating letter in which 
Monchanin states that Fr. Henri Le Saux (Abishiktananda) went too far in 
concessions to Hinduism; Monchanin feared that the abyss of advaita would 
not yield to the Trinity. De Lubac also singles out Msgr. Paul Mulla-Zade, the 
Moslem convert and professor of Islamology at the Pontifical Oriental 
Institute, for his work to overcome Islamo-Christian misunderstanding, while 
maintaining his own fidelity to the best of Islam. In addition to prefaces to 
works by Jacques Loew, 0.P., Madeleine Delbrel, Fernand Guimet, Cardinal 
Renard, and Gaston Fessard, this section also presents de Lubac's preface to the 
French edition of Karol Wojtyla's Love and Responsibility (Paris, 1965). 
Written at the request of Wojtyla, de Lubac expresses his admiration for a 
work on sexual ethics which, while not settling "by the sole play of a few 
principles the whole variety of particular circumstances," presents "a complete, 
coherent, and thorough anthropology" (582). This section closes with a 
"Homage to Hans Urs von Balthasar" (1975), "this unclassifiable man" whose 
original synthesis of symphonic truth is rising above a "discredited" 
Scholasticism (595). Appended to this is a 1950 letter of Balthasar to de Lubac, 
declaring his exasperation at de Lubac's treatment and his belief that Karl 
Rahner "is nearly our only hope" (597). 

Theology in History concludes with "The Texture of a Work and Its Unity" 
(1974-75), excerpted from de Lubac's Memoire (1989) (English trans., At the 
Service of the Churchl. Rather than an attachment to any one approach, de 
Lubac stresses "the deep and permanent unity of the faith" (599). Rather than 
a "truly personal" philosophical or theological synthesis, he maintains a 
"fundamental orientation" to "the authentic St. Thomas," as opposed to the 
"rigid" and unfaithful Thomisms of this century (600). But, beyond a "petrified 
modernity" or a post-conciliar "new modernity," "it is in a more general way 
to the great tradition of the Church, understood as the experience of all 
Christian centuries, coming to enlighten, orient, expand our poor little 
individual experience, to protect it from aberrations, to open it to the paths of 
the future" (600-601), that remained de Lubac's overarching concern. The 
theological rationale for this is strong: Tradition "alone has the promise of life 
and of renewal because it is the bearer of eternity" (602). And this is because 
Tradition communicates, through its convergent "pluriformity1" Christ who, 
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as de Lubac loved to repeat, "has brought total newness by bringing himself" 
(Irenaeus, Adversus Haereses, 4.34.1). 

The Catholic University of America 
Washington, D.C. 

MARK D. NAPACK 

Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good: Reason and Human Happiness in 
Aquinas's Moral Science. By DENIS}. M. BRADLEY. Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1997. Pp. 610. $49.95 (cloth). 
ISBN 0-8132-0861-0 (cloth). 

Denis Bradley has given us a veritable ten-course dinner in his magnificent 
new book. His concern is the relationship between philosophy and theology in 
the moral order, but he has much to say that is relevant to the wider question. 
Each chapter is a model of research and scholarly writing such that anyone who 
has spent time on any of the topics he touches will be enlightened by what 
Bradley has to say. Bradley himself is a theologian. Thomas was a theologian. 
One is not surprised to find that Bradley feels that much interpretation of 
Thomas has taken inadequate account of the "integrally theological character 
of Aquinas's rational argumentation." The vexed question of "Christian 
philosophy" sums up for Bradley much of the confusion he deplores. Still it is 
of central importance to his project. "If one does grant-perhaps in the 
present-day spirit of ecumenical philosophical pluralism-the conceptual 
possibility and coherence of 'Christian philosophy,' why not also grant that one 
can construct an autonomous Thomistic philosophical ethics? This is the 
question that motivates the present study" (xi). Bradley does not leave the 
reader in suspense. "I reject, in short, the conceptual possibility and coherence 
of an autonomous or, equivalently, systematic Thomistic moral philosophy." 
How does he arrive at this position which, as he observes, stands athwart the 
"still quite alive" Aristotelian-Thomist tradition? 

His ten chapters are as follows: 1. "Aquinas's Theological Ethics." 2. 
"Science and Theology." 3. "Aquinas Reading Aristotle." 4. "Aristotle: Practical 
Wisdom." 5. "Aristotle: Deliberation and Choice." 6. "Practical Reason: The 
Primary Source of Natural Law." 7. "Will: The Secondary Source of Natural 
Law." 8. "Imperfect and Perfect Happiness." 9. "A Paradoxical Ethics." 10. "A 
Thomistic Philosophical Ethics?" These chapter headings cannot begin to 
convey the range and depth of Bradley's book. He has cast light on dozens of 
matters that have puzzled many. He maneuvers through the ctJ.oppy waters of 
controversy with serenity and fairness. No reader will come away from this 
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book without having learned much, often about things he thought he already 
knew. And of course no reader will be wholly without disagreement with 
Bradley. He had made disagreement both easy and difficult. Easy, because he 
lets us know where he is; difficult, because where he is can only be against the 
background of prolonged and ranging scholarship. 

For example, the first chapter deals with Thomas's theological ethics. 
Proceeding in eight careful steps, Bradley savors the difficulty involved in 
Thomas's claims (1) that revelation is necessary for an understanding of man's 
ultimate end, and (2) that the Decalogue contains only rules that reason can 
also derive. Would not the latter be a philosophical science of morality? To 
draw that consequence would be, Bradley says, to misconstrue Aquinas's 
conception of the relationship between theology and philosophy. "Although the 
principles of Thomistic ethics are rational, these moral principles, in the context 
of Aquinas's own moral science, are theological. They fall precisely under a 
theological category that Aquinas labels 'revelabilia"' (61). Whatever God can 
reveal falls to theology. Since God can reveal anything, a rather surprising and 
sweeping conclusion seems to loom. Does Bradley draw it? 

In his second chapter, Bradley discusses science and theology. It is a mark 
of theology in the century of Aquinas that it avails itself of Aristotelian 
methodology. The arrival of Aristotle permitted a clear distinction to be made 
between philosophy and theology. The distinction is not a philosophical one, 
though it can scarcely be understood without understanding what philosophy 
is. The Summa Theologiae begins by asking whether any science beyond the 
philosophical sciences is necessary. The reader must understand what 
philosophical sciences are in order to grasp the question. And it is that grasp 
that opens the way of describing the something more as disciplina or scientia 
or sapientia, understanding these terms modo Aristotelico. This dependence is 
made clear by Bradley. But it is not so much that philosophy and theology can 
be crisply and formally defined as different from one another. What 
characterizes theology for Thomas is that it subsumes philosophy within it-for 
its own purposes, of course. In an aside on the Summa contra Gentiles, Bradley 
observes that the first three books of that work "treat of matters of faith that 
can also be rationally demonstrated," whereas the fourth book "deals with 
matters of faith that can only be known through faith and for which reason can 
at best provide analogies" (79). In the course of this chapter, a question arises 
that is analogous to Bradley's chosen question. 

If there is knowledge of God that can be attained by reason independently 
of revelation-if there is a "philosophical theology"-could it be autonomous 
or separable? Bradley denies this. As able to be revealed, propositions fall 
within the scope of theology. Of course it is the subject of theology that 
restricts the range of relevant revelabilia. Do they in some way manifest God? 
But if some revelabilia are demonstrabilia, a sign of which is that they have 
been demonstrated, what is the context in which they are dem,onstrated to be 
called? Such demonstrations go on in theology, Bradley observes (think of three 
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whole books of the Summa contra Gentiles) and do so in a theological context. 
The theologian always has his eye on his defining task. Now one might have 
thought Bradley was going to address the question of the relationship between 
'philosophical theology' and metaphysics. What he is doing, howevet, is simply 
accepting one of Gilson's more arguable positions, in the course of which he 
engages in the mandatory condescension toward Cajetan. Bradley chides the 
great commentator for "introducing" a distinction between those revealed 
truths that can in principle be rationally demonstrated and those that cannot. 
The suggestion is that this is an innovation. Bradley says both kinds of truth fall 
to sacra doctrina and thinks Cajetan guilty of some mistake for distinguishing 
revelabilia and demonstrabilia. Gilson is cited as saying this is the denial that 
the demonstrabilia are revelabilia. 

Although this occurs in a footnote (p. 85, n. 123) it tells us much of 
Bradley's own position. Thomas has provided us with the necessary distinction. 
Two kinds of truth about God have been revealed: those that are naturally 
knowable and those that are not. The first kind of revelabilia may be called 
praeambula fidei, the second mysteria fidei. Preambles are demonstrable, 
mysteries are not. Most of us believe with divine faith both the preambles and 
the mysteries. Those who demonstrate a preamble no longer believe it as they 
did before. Where does this demonstrating occur? Its native habitat is 
philosophy; knowledge of the divine is the defining goal of 
philosophy-philosophy culminates in theology, philosophical theology. Since 
philosophy is presupposed by theology (cf. STh I, q. 1, a. 1), when such 
demonstrating goes on within theology, as it does, it is a reprise of a 
philosophical effort although now undertaken within the context of pondering 
all that God has revealed. It is here that the distinction is made between 
preambles and mysteries, and the theologian mounts on this distinction a 
powerful argument for the reasonableness of accepting as true on God's 
authority revealed propositions one cannot now comprehend. Gilson and 
Bradley seem to think the distinction might lead to the theologian's jettisoning 
preambles as irrelevant to his project. Perhaps it is here that we can locate the 
reluctance to allow that there is an "autonomous" and philosophical discussion 
of truths about God. Perhaps this is also the source of the unwillingness to 
allow that there is an autonomous moral philosophy. 

How does Bradley himself express this unwillingness? He observes that 
Thomistic ethics is replete with rational or demonstrative arguments. Yet 
"Aquinas did not write-nor apparently was he interested in writing-what he 
himself would have recognized as 'moral philosophy'" (90). Is Bradley making 
a biographical point or a theoretical one? There is no short answer to that 
question. Sometimes he suggests that, of course there can be a philosophical 
ethics, only Thomas never developed one. But in his discussion of actual 
attempts to do this, one senses something deeper: that it cannot be done. 

The book is a cornucopia of discussions, any one of which is deserving of 
careful consideration. Bradley has things to say about Thomas's commentaries 
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on Aristotle; he has things to say about the dispute over the supernatural that 
was triggered by Henri de Lubac. Of course he has things to say about the 
notion of Christian philosophy. He discusses Maritain's notion of "moral 
philosophy adequately considered." In his discussion of precepts o'f natural 
law, he touches on a current controversy. His treatment of perfect and 
imperfect happiness is of course crucial to his thesis. In pursuing his goal, 
Bradley has provided us with a source book. 

I cannot recommend this book too highly. It is not, however, in every way 
my cup of tea. As a philosopher I am always ready to be instructed by the 
theologian. From time to time I catch a glimpse of the promised land, but my 
tasks are philosophical. After reading Bradley, I find those tasks to be 
somewhat problematical. As I have already suggested, it is easy t't> grant him 
that everything included in theology is included in theology. Theology moves 
off from revealed truths. Among revealed truths about God are some that can 
be known by reason alone. The theologian knows this because such truths have 
in fact been known. The theologian's interest in them is not divorced from his 
interest in whatever has been revealed, as Thomas's spelling out of the 
significance of the praeambula for the mysteria fidei can never be emphasized 
too much. The preambles are not superfluous to the theological task. 

The distinction between preambles and mysteries has its analogies with the 
distinction between imperfect and perfect happiness. The latter contrast can 
only be drawn within theology, though Thomas insists on the fact that Aristotle 
himself pointed out the inadequacy, from the point of view of the notion of 
ultimate end, of the happiness attainable by us. Needless to say, if Aristotle 
thought that the ultimate end could be achieved by us in this life, his view 
would be in contradiction with Christian faith. The point of the 
imperfect/perfect happiness distinction is to show that this is not the case. 
Moral philosophy is inadequate on a philosophical basis. Aristotle said so. 
Nonetheless, it can still be done and it still must be done. 

What is bothersome about what might be called the excessive theologizing 
of Thomas is that it takes Thomism out of the public square where 
philosophizing goes on. Philosophy remains the lingua franca between believer 
and non-believer. The believing philosopher has convictions and certitudes 
from his faith which, while they do not function within his defining discourse, 
are existentially crucial for the way he carries on that enterprise. The Gilsonian 
swallowing up of philosophy in theology for which Bradley exhibits sympathy 
could have the ironic consequence of undercutting one of the main reasons for 
the Thomistic revival. 

University of Notre Dame 
Notre Dame, Indiana 

RALPH MCINERNY 
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AristotelianFormalandMaterialLogic. By PIERRECONWAY,0.P.Lanham, Md.: 
University Press of America, 1995. Pp. x + 307. $54.00 (cloth), $39.50 
(paper). ISBN 0-8191-9905-2 (cloth), 0-8191-9906-0 (paper). 

Metaphysics of Aquinas: A Summary of Aquinas's Exposition of Aristotle's 
Metaphysics. By PIERRE CONWAY, 0.P. Lanham, Md.: University Press of 
America, 1996. Pp. vi + 297. $54.00 (cloth), $36.50 (paper). ISBN 0-
7618-0292-4 (cloth), 0-7618-0293-2 (paper). 

Some fifteen years ago, in an article dealing with the education of 
Dominicans, Fr. William A. Wallace, O.P., said that the time was ripe for a 
new Cursus philosophicus ("The Philosophical Formation of Dominicans," 
Angelicum 61 [1984]: 98-122). While no John of St. Thomas has emerged in 
the interim, there have appeared here and there some books that work towards 
that important end, an end that goes far beyond the intellectual formation of 
the Preachers to indeed the all-important intellectual training of Catholic 
intellectuals, theologians, and philosophers; such is the case with the two books 
under consideration here. 

Much of Fr. Pierre Conway's academic career has been focused upon the 
philosophical issues of education and learning, and in these two books he 
brings to bear his wealth of teaching experience and his years of reading the 
works of St. Thomas. Each of these books constitutes a vademecum in the very 
best possible meaning of the term, and each would be a regularly used element 
in its owner's library, particularly if he is a Catholic theologian or philosopher, 
or a scholar whose work touches upon the Catholic intellectual tradition, 
influenced as it is by Scholastic thought generally, and St. Thomas's thought in 
particular. Further, the topics dealt with in each book are not only de rigueur 
information so that the book's reader might possess the lexicon necessary for 
a successful encounter with Scholastic thought, but these topics also form a 
cohesive, intellectually challenging account of the domain of logic and the 
outlines of Aristotelian-Thomistic metaphysics. In short, Fr Conway's books are 
not merely references works; they are works whose reading cannot but leave 
the reader better off intellectually. 

It is the first book in particular, Aristotelian Formal and Material Logic, that 
urges me to this conclusion, for this book is not the type of book that one 
would, or really could, use in the standard university course on logic-for one 
thing, the focus in most contemporary courses on logic is formal logic alone, 
with a mixture of symbolic logic and a treatment of the many types of fallacy, 
while Conway devotes almost half of his book to what in halcyon days was 
called "material logic," that is, the consideration of how the mind produces 
new knowledge in itself through the demonstrative syllogism. So, while the 
book does present the component parts of the syllogism, and discuss logical 
quantity and quality, is also seeks to explain how demonstration works to 
effect new knowledge, the order of the four causes, the two principal types of 
demonstration (quia and propter quid), and so on. Conway himself indicates in 
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the preface (p. x) that the work is really in the category of the theory of formal 
and material logic, while a companion volume (Sr. Mary Michael Spangler, 
Logic: An Aristotelian Approach [Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 
1993]) provides the practice of that art. 

The text is divided into fifteen chapters, commencing with a chapter on the 
fallacies, a route Conway takes because the consideration of fallacies is a useful 
way to show the importance of logic. It then presents the stages of the 
reasoning process (chap. 2), starting with the nominal definition and the real 
definition (chap. 3 ), moving to the methods for arriving at a real definition 
(chap. 4), and a consideration of the causes-since the pursuit of knowledge is 
really a pursuit of the causes (chap. 5). The next chapters continue the focus 
on definition, considering the role of admission in arriving at definitions (chap. 
6) and rubrics under which we place things in our definitions (chap. 7), as 
when we define things that are substances, or accidents. Starting with a 
consideration of the mind's threefold movement, chapter 8 turns towards the 
actual formation of the proposition, and then to the opposition of propositions 
(chap. 9), the variations among oppositions (chap. 10), leading to the 
presentation in chapter 11 of reasoning proper-this chapter might be as close 
as the book gets to a standard logic textbook, with its various accounts of the 
four figures of syllogism, etc. Chapter 12 discusses the guidelines for sound 
reasoning, with a cursory account of hypotheticals, and extremely little on 
immediate inferences. The meaty chapter 13 ·begins the presentation of 
demonstration, and presents well and clearly the component parts of a 
demonstration (e.g., proper principles, etc.), as well as the characteristics of 
demonstration's effects (e.g., quia and propter quid knowledge, the diverse 
sciences). Conway's account of the all-important middle term is quite clear 
(chap. 14), and his closing remarks (chap. 15, "Making Logic Work") again 
emphasize the importance of logic both for considering the claims of modern 
science and for the theologian. The book has a two-page bibliography, 
comprised almost entirely of works published before the mid-1960s, as well as 
a handy index. 

The very topic of logic scares off many people today who would wish to 
avail themselves of the Christian tradition's valuable Scholastic resources; my 
hope is that Fr Conway's book will get into the hands of advanced 
undergraduates and graduate students-Catholic theologians especially-who 
would leave the reading of the book more understanding of, capable of using, 
the tradition's resources, while at the same time perhaps fine-tuning their own 
theological thinking and writing. 

While a certain latitude is granted to anyone who wishes to write a book on 
logic, the same is not true of one who would publish on the wide topic of 
Aquinas's metaphysics, for the investments there are many and deep. There are 
some, for instance, who would object to the very premise of Conway's second 
book, The Metaphysics of Aquinas: A Summary of Aquinas's Exposition of 
Aristotle's Metaphysics, whose title suggests that Conway is no existential 
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Thomist. But if one is able to get past the occasions of immediate and perhaps 
understandable dispute-the seeming equivalence between Thomas's 
metaphysics and those of the Philosopher, no use of other texts in Thomas's 
literary output for grounding or even corroborating the claims made in the 
book, etc.-the fact remains that this book, like the book on logic, has its place, 
and that those who come across it and embrace it will again be better off for 
reading it. 

Yet the limitations of this book, as genuinely valuable as it, must be admitted 
from the outset. It is a translated summary of a Latin medieval commentary, 
not yet in critical edition, of an incomplete philosophical text known to 
Thomas in at least· three different Latin translations from its original Greek, 
authored in piecemeal fashion by a thinker whose own thought may have been 
evolving throughout the course of its writing, and on the densest of all possible 
philosophical topics to boot. One is advised simply to read the book ut iacet, 
for that is how Conway wants it to be read; his preface to the summary 
provides the general division of the work into an introduction to philosophy, 
representing books 1-6 of Aristotle's Metaphysics and an account of first 
philosophy or metaphysics found in books 7-12 of the Metaphysics-books 13 
and 14 are, of course, not found in the Latin text Thomas had. With that said, 
Conway begins his summary of Thomas's prologue on the need for a single, 
ruling science. 

By and large what follows is exactly what the book advertises, though 
Conway does not summarize the contents of book 3 of the Metaphysics. 
Highlights include Conway's emphasis upon the notion of truth in book 2; a 
very thorough rendering of book delta, the famous "lexicon of philosophy" 
(chap. 8, pp. 101-66); and the consideration of substance (chap. 10, pp. 
187-206). There is a useful appendix on first philosophy at the end of the 
book, a bibliography containing standard Thomistic authors (e.g., Anderson, 
Bobik, Doig, Elders, Mcinerny, Owens, Wippel), and a fairly detailed index. 

Reading through this book I was grateful to see spelled out in detail so many 
crucial philosophical terms and concepts, terms and concepts whose origin is 
Scholasticism, generally. Yet as a contemporary teacher of Catholic theology 
I find these books particularly useful, for they provide me with a resource to 
which I can send students to obtain a working knowledge of key Scholastic 
concepts and thought-forms as well as-and this is a real benefit-an actual 
exercise of the student's mind that cannot but leave him or her with an 
appreciation for the complexity of philosophy and theology of the 
Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition, and the beginning facility to profit from 
engaging that tradition. More than that, I suspect that the student's encounter 
with contemporary theology would be more critical, since through reading 
Conway's books the student would wish to see in contemporary theological 
thinking the analytical clarity that is seen in the concepts and terms presented 
in these two books. In short, these books can lead by example. 
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Libraries at research universities and liberal arts colleges, particularly 
Catholic ones, should obtain these books for reference purposes. And graduate 
students, particularly theology students in Catholic universities, would do well 
to purchase them for their personal libraries, both for reference .and for 
intellectual exercise. 

Marquette University 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

MARK JOHNSON 

Darwin's Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution. By MICHAEL). 
BEHE. New York: The Free Press, 1996. Pp. 307. $25.00 (cloth). ISBN 
0-684-82754-9. 

Michael Behe has a gift for explaining things, be they complex biochemical 
processes or key philosophical terms. His clarity along with his scientific 
competence account for why he succeeded in capturing the attention of major 
scientific journals such as Nature and the American Scientist despite his 
opposition to neo-Darwinian orthodoxy. Behe presents a biochemical remake 
of Paley's argument from design. He maintains that the present inability of 
neo-Darwinism to explain the origin of complex biochemical systems is due to 
the very nature of these systems. The failure of neo-Darwinism coupled with 
the irreducibly complex nature of these systems leads Behe to conclude that the 
only adequate explanation for them is an intelligent designer. 

Behe begins by explaining why Paley's argument needs to be reformulated, 
that is, why the proper way to determine the adequacy of the neo-Darwinian 
explanation of evolution is by examining things at a biochemical level. 
Contrary to Paley, who thought that there was a need to invoke design at the 
level of gross anatomy to explain organs of extreme perfection, Behe maintains 
that at that level neo-Darwinism offers a plausible step-by-step account of the 
origin of such organs. The problem Behe has with neo-Darwinian explanations 
is that they fail to take in account the underlying biochemistry (3 7). He reasons 
that if the inner workings of something are not understood, if something is a 
'black box,' there is no way one can render judgment as to whether the origin 
of that thing can be fully explained by random changes which accumulated 
gradually (8, 15). He proceeds to explain the biochemistry upon which the 
functioning of one complex organ depends (namely, the eye), making it amply 
clear that the complexity of the interactions makes it difficult to see how any 
adequate explanation of their origin could be be provided by Darwinian 
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principles. This leads him to conclude: "Now that the black box of vision has 
been opened, it is no longer enough for an evolutionary explanation of that 
power to consider only the anatomical structure of whole eyes .... Each of the 
anatomical steps and structures that Darwin thought were so simple actually 
involves staggeringly complicated biochemical processes that cannot be papered 
over with rhetoric" (22). 

Behe devotes a large part of chapter 2 (22-30) to citing respected biologists 
who also have difficulties with the versions of neo-Darwinism that insist on the 
slow accrual of mutations. He then goes on to expose what he finds 
problematic, by first asking: "What type of biological system could not be 
formed by "numerous, successive, slight modifications"?" His response is "a 
system that is irreducibly complex" (39). The definition of this key concept 
follows: "By irreducibly complex I mean a single system composed of several 
well-matched, interacting parts that contribute to the basic function, wherein 
the removal of any one of the parts causes the system to effectively cease 
functioning" (39). He uses the simple example of a mousetrap to illustrate what 
he means (42, 43): for a mousetrap to function at all the hammer, string, catch, 
holding bar, and platform have to all be present and assembled in the 
appropriate way out of appropriate materials. An irreducibly complex system 
cannot be produced by continuously improving the initial function (which 
continues to work by the same mechanism), by slight, successive modifications 
of a precursor system, because any precursor to an irreducibly complex system 
that is missing a part is by definition non-functional. Behe further maintains 
that a system has to be working for it to be retained by natural selection, and 
thus that "if a biological system cannot be produced gradually it would have to 
arise as an integrated unit, in one fell swoop" (39). 

Here though, the alternative of coadaptation presents itself: could not the 
parts of the future organ be performing some other function before they get 
diverted to the new function? Behe would respond that the initial functional 
units require an explanation at the biochemical level, and here the Darwinian 
analysis is bound to run up against irreducible complexity (150-53). 

In the second section Behe gives detailed, but easy to follow, explanations 
of a number of biochemical equivalents of the mousetrap: cilium, blood 
clotting, the AMP pathway, and B cells. It is unfortunate that we cannot go 
over the details here, for the strength of the case Behe makes for design cannot 
be fully appreciated without them. In regard to each case, Behe does two 
things. First, he highlights the irreducible complexity found within. For 
example, blood clotting requires a determinate amount of substances activated 
at the right time and at the right speed. If any factor is missing or if the timing 
is not right death will ensue. Thus, a mutation which simply produced one of 
the factors and not the others would either be of no use to the organism, or to 
the extent it was produced in an unregulated fashion would be liable to be 
detrimental to it. And there is no reason for a regulatory system to have been 
retained by selection if it appeared before the apparition of the factors that 
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would need regulating. The need for regulation in biochemical systems poses 
a seemingly insurmountable obstacle to gradualism. 

After manifesting the irreducibly complex nature of specific systems, Behe 
proceeds to show that in spite of their biological importance, an examination 
of scientific literature turns up relatively few attempts to explain their 
evolutionary origins, and the few attempts that are made are generally 
hopelessly vague and do not face up to the need to account for biochemical 
complexity. To my mind, Behe successfully makes an inductive case that the 
show of confidence of neo-Darwinism in its ability to explain how different 
life-forms developed really reposes on no explanation, or at least on none that 
enter into the "black box" and can be submitted to scientific verification. While 
most scientific reviewers do not disagree as to Behe's description of the present 
state of evolutionary biology, they do insist that the pessimistic prognosis Behe 
gives is premature given the newness of the discipline. 

In chapter 9 Behe addresses the matter of design, which he defines as "the 
purposeful arrangement of parts" (193). He delineates when it is reasonable to 
conclude that something has been designed: "For discrete physical systems-if 
there is not a gradual route to their production-design is evident when a 
number of separate, interacting components are ordered in such a way as to 
accomplish a function beyond the individual components. The greater the 
specificity of the interacting components required to produce the function, the 
greater is our confidence in the conclusion of design" (194). 

Behe then rests his case: "If a biological structure can be explained in terms 
of those natural laws [biological reproduction, mutation, and natural selection], 
then we cannot conclude that it was designed. Throughout this book, however, 
I have shown why many biochemical systems cannot be built up by natural 
selection working on mutations" (203, 204). He goes on to admit the 
possibility that there may be an as-yet-undiscovered natural process that would 
explain biochemical complexity. However, he sees this about as likely as 
discovering a Loch Ness monster. A common criticism leveled against Behe's 
reasoning here is that it is an appeal to ignorance, and one that seems 
particularly flagrant since it is only fairly recently that genetics is coming into 
its own. 

A still more serious criticism of Behe is that he fails to revamp Paley's 
argument inasmuch as the (generally understood) deficiency of the latter lies 
in its presentation of gaps which were supposed to be unfillable by natural 
causes. This deficiency will not be remedied by exposing other gaps that may 
in the future be filled. Paley should have invoked a designer (and perhaps did) 
not to fill in gaps as to secondary efficient causality, but to give an adequate 
account of the order that he saw in living things. Behe thinks that if 
neo-Darwinism or some other naturalistic theory can explain an organ or 
biochemical process, then there is no need to bring in a designer. However, if 
science were to find explanations for biochemical systems, it would not, by that 
very fact, exclude the need for a designer in order to reach a complete 
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explanation. After all, the construction of a house depends not only on 
construction workers, but on an architect. One could further question Behe's 
denial that the human eye at the level of gross anatomy is a manifest instance 
of design. He reasons that the dependency of one part upon another is not as 
critically adjusted as are the factors in biochemical processes; yet the human 
eye's parts are clearly adjusted not for some minimal functioning, but so that 
the kind of vision which allows for reading and the manipulation of very small 
objects is possible. Is a modern luxury car less in need of a designer than the 
minimally functional original Ford? 

One could also turn Behe's objection to Paley against him: biochemistry is 
unable to establish irreducible complexity because it does not reveal the 
ultimate workings of the black box, since biochemistry itself is a black box 
ultimately explained by physics. 

In chapter 10 Be he examines some of the other reasons that lead to the 
demise of the argument from design. He astutely notes how some have focused 
on Paley's poorly chosen examples as a pretext to reject his entire argument 
(212). He is also to be credited for his response to Hume's supposed refutation 
of Paley (217). Hume argues that watches and organisms are very dissimilar, 
and so if watches require a designer, it does not necessarily follow that 
organisms do. Behe responds that the argument from analogy is valid, for "in 
order to reach a conclusion based on an analogy, it is only necessary that the 
deduction flow out of the shared properties." The irreducibly complex watch 
required an intelligent designer to produce it; therefore an irreducibly complex 
system also requires a designer. 

Does Behe go so far as to deny that new life forms have evolved over time? 
If there are no natural explanations for the origin of the biochemistry needed 
for organs (such as the eye) of organisms appearing late in the fossil record, are 
we not back to special creation of each organism? Behe suggests that perhaps 
the designer made the first cell containing numerous irreducibly complex 
systems, most of which were only to be "turned on" many generations later 
(227, 228). However, one wonders why, if the designer is intelligent enough 
to make the first cell "loaded," he could not "program" a universe to produce 
eventually a cell capable of gradually complexifying through generations by 
natural means? Another objection, raised by the biologist Kenneth Miller, is 
that if the first cell had many genes turned off, they would not be subject to 
selection, and thus would tend to accumulate a tremendous number of 
mutations rendering the irreducibly complex systems inoperable by the time 
they were needed. 

Behe successfully dispels the myth that neo-Darwinism has everything under 
control in explaining the origin of life and of the various biochemical systems 
needed for various life forms. He attempts to find theoretical grounds for why 
such an explanation could never be forthcoming from that quarter. In the end, 
however, he admits he cannot provide such. He is to be commended for 
stimulating reexamination of the design argument, as well as for doing a 
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marvelous job of putting before our eyes the design of biochemical systems, 
systems which Darwin and Paley did not even know existed. In the final 
analysis, however, it seems at very least premature to rest one's case for God's 
existence on tiny gaps. 

St. John's University 
Jamaica, New York 

MARIE I. GEORGE 


