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HE SACRAMENTAL CHARACTER of orders is treated by

St. Thomas in several places. The most extensive treatments

lie in his commentary on the Sentences, where he deals with
the effects of baptism and orders, and in the Summa Theologiae,
where he treats the sacraments in general. The latter in particular
presents a problem internal to his view. My purpose in this article
is to offer a speculative solution to this problem,’ and to link this
solution with the way the Second Vatican Council talks about
priests in Presbyterorum ordinis 2.

The problem internal to St. Thomas’s account of sacerdotal
sacramental character shows up clearly in the Tertia Pars of the
Summa, question 63. It can be stated as follows. In itself, sacra-
mental character is fully realized only in the character of orders,”
and sacerdotal character is a power received from Christ through
the sacrament of orders. The primary act of this power is to con-
fect the Eucharist, and its secondary act is to dispose the faithful

! It is a problem internal to his account of character as such; however, the priestly
character is the primary instance of character for St. Thomas, and this will be the main
concern of this paper.

* Note the distinction between receiving gifts and bestowing gifts in STh 111, q. 63, a. 2:
baptismal character is receptive, sacerdotal character active. For St. Thomas’s consideration
of sacerdotal character as the analogatum princeps relative to the characters of baptism and
confirmation, see Jean Galot, La nature du caractére sacramentel: Ftude de théologie médiévale
(Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1956), 179-81; and Pierre-Marie Gy, O.P., “Evolution de saint
Thomas sur la théologie du sacrament de I’Ordre,” Revue thomiste 99 (1999): 181-89,at 185-
86.
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for the reception of communion by absolving them of their sins.’
The power of orders is a power of efficiency, perfective of and
not merely dispositive to its effect.” It is, however, a merely
instrumental power. Instrumental power, furthermore, is only a
vis fluens, the transient motion of the instrument precisely as it is
being moved by the controlling hand of the principal agent to
produce an effect beyond the proportion of the instrument itself.’
As transient, instrumental power is received in the instrument
only while it is being used. Therefore, it should follow that the
character is received in the priest only when he says Mass or hears
confessions. To the contrary, and as a datum received from a
prior tradition in which St. Thomas has perfect confidence, the
character is indelible, something permanent in the priest.

The ordinary solution to this problem given by those who try
with care, accuracy, and reverence to expound St. Thomas’s view
of sacramental character is to distinguish the character imparted
by orders from the instrumental power received at the very time
the priest confects the Eucharist or pronounces absolution. On
this view, the character is a permanent capacity for sacramental
action, a permanent qualification of the priest, but there is a
further power received when the sacrament is celebrated, a
temporary vis. Receiving the sacramental character, therefore, is
as it were like iron being given an edge, or like an axe head being
fitted to the handle—the iron is “instrumentalized,” made into an
instrument. In the use of the instrument, however, there is an
altogether new power given it, according as it is moved now in
this way, now that, now with this force at this angle and now with

® For this, see IV Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 2, qla., 1 = STh Suppl., q. 40, a. 4.

* See H.-D. Dondaine, O.P., “A propos d’Avicenne et de saint Thomas: De la causalité
dispositive 2 la causalité insturmentale,” Revue Thomiste 51 (1951): 441-53. A good overview
of St. Thomas’s sacramental theology as a whole is provided by John P. Yocum, “Sacraments
in Aquinas,” in Aquinas on Doctrine: A Critical Introduction, ed. Thomas Weinandy, Daniel
Keating, and John Yocum (New York: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 159-81.

3 See the key texts on instrumentality in De Potentia, q. 3, aa. 4 and 7; and St. Thomas’s
commentary on the first proposition of the Liber de causis. See also Bernard J. F. Lonergan,
Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, ed. ]. Patout
Burns (New York: Herder, 1971), 80-84; and idem, “On God and Secondary Causes,” in
Collection, ed. F. E. Crowe (New York: Herder, 1967), 54-67.
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that force at that angle, to square the timber or notch the log or
whatever it might be that the principal agent is doing.

There is nothing incoherent in this view, and it is, in fact, more
or less standard.® The very language of sealing and marking that
St. Thomas inherits lends itself to this way of taking things. A
soldier may be marked with a seal, but he is not always fighting.
Moreover, there are several texts that suggest this sort of solution.
A passage from the Summa contra Gentiles seems especially to
envisage sacramental character as a stable power distinct from the
discrete acts that, from time to time, flow from it.”

There is, however, an alternative avenue of reconciliation:
namely, that while the character is indeed a mere vis fluens, the
transient power imparted to the priest only while being used by
the principal agent to confect the sacraments, Christ is in fact
always using the priest. So to speak, he is an axe the builder never
lets out of his hand, but is always using.

The difficulty that immediately presents itself is that it seems
we would have to imagine the priest always saying Mass or
hearing confessions every minute of his life. Since it is manifestly
untrue that priests do this or even can do this, the alternative
solution must be false. Addressing this difficulty is the chief
burden of this paper. First, however, we shall look at some key
passages of question 63 of the Tertia Pars.

1. SuMMA THEOLOGIAE I, QUESTION 63

After describing the character in article 1 as a spiritual sign
bespeaking the Christian’s deputation to “something spiritual

¢See, e.g., Stephen McCormack, O.P., “The Configuration of the Sacramental Character,”
The Thomist 7 (1944): 458-91, at 468, 470, 480; Emmanuel Doronzo, O.M.L, Tractatus
dogmaticus De ordine, Tom. III: De causis extrinsecis (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1957), 252-53,
following John of St. Thomas; Colman O’Neill, O.P., “The Instrumentality of the Sacramental
Character,” Irish Theological Quarterly 25 (1958): 262-68, at 265; William van Roo, S.]., De
sacramentis in genere, 2d ed. (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 1960), 248-49; John F.
Gallagher, C.M., Significando Causant: A Study of Sacramental Efficiency (Fribourg,
Switzerland: The University Press, 1965), 234.

7S¢G IV, c. 77. At STh 111, q. 69, a. 10, Thomas calls the baptismal character a “quasi-
form.”
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pertaining to the worship of God” (aliquid spirituale pertinens ad
cultum Dei), St. Thomas defines it more narrowly in the next
article as a spiritual power, active or passive as the case may be for
the giving or receiving of a sacrament. Specifically, it is an
instrumental power, for according to Aristotle, ministers are a
kind of animate instrument. Saint Thomas says most explicitly
that it is an instrumental power, “as was said above regarding the
power which is in the sacraments” (sicut supra dictum est de
virtute quae est in sacramentis). Moreover, he explains:

just as the power which is in the sacraments is not in a genus of itself but is so by
reduction, since it is something fluid and incomplete, so alsc the character is not
properly in a genus or species, but is reduced to the second species of quality.®

“Just as . . . so also”: this speaks very strongly for conceiving the
character also as a vis fluens. If it were not, it would be a stable
form and so not “reduced” to the second species of quality but
rather would properly and simply speaking be said to be a power.
The text assimilates the character of the priest or baptized person
to the instrumental power of the sacraments themselves and in-
dicates no distinction whatsoever. The task is to see whether
everything else St. Thomas says about the character fits with this
straightforward way of taking article 2.

The natural sense of speaking of “character” and “sealing”
reasserts itself in article 3, where we are led to think of a sort of
permanent mark by analogy with a military seal. The same sense
appears in article 4, in the reply to the first objection, where the
character is spoken of as “disposing” the soul to doing what
pertains to the divine cult, and therefore seemingly as something
stable beyond and independently of its subject’s actually
celebrating or receiving a sacrament.

The greatest difficulty for this way of reading article 2 lies in
article 5, which asserts the indelibility of the sacramental char-
acter. The corpus argues for the perpetual nature of the character

$SThHTIN, q. 63, a. 2: “sicut virtus quae est in sacramentis, non est in genere per se, sed per

td q E q 2 &
reductionem, eo quod est quiddam fluens et incompletumy; ita etiam character non proprie est
in genere vel specie, sed reducitur ad secundam speciem qualitatis.”
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in virtue of the perpetual nature of the intellect, where St.
Thomas locates it, and on the ground that the character is a kind
of consecration; therefore, just as an altar remains consecrated for
as long as it lasts once it has been consecrated, so also a man’s
intellect is “characterized” for as long as it lasts, which is forever.
The reply to the third objection states that even after wayfaring
and in glory, where sacraments shall pass away, the character
remains.

It is just here, though, in article 5, that the initial reading of
article 2 reasserts itself, in the replies to the first and second
objections. In the first reply, St. Thomas sharply distinguishes the
ways in which grace and the character are in the soul. Grace
subsists there as a form, “having complete being in it” (habens esse
completum in ea), but character only as some instrumental power.
Grace subsists, therefore, according to the condition of the graced
person, but character according to that of the principal agent.

And therefore character inheres in the soul indelibly, not on account of its own
perfection, but on account of the perfection of the priesthood of Christ from
which the character is derived as a kind of instrumental power.’

Very clearly, again, the character is not a stable form, but
something constantly derived from the principal agent, a wvis
fluens. It is indelible even so, however, because of the perfection
of the principal agent, who always has this instrument in his hand.
We should probably think of the perfection of the priesthood of
Christ along the lines of the Letter to the Hebrews, for which it
is perfect because it is eternal, founded on a “once and for all”
entering into the sanctuary of heaven. Christ, whose priesthood
remains forever, is as it were always using the instrument;
therefore, the vis, transient as it might be, is always newly infused.
This seems to be very exactly stated in the reply to the next
objection, which argues that since one may pass from the worship

? ST 11T, q. 63, a. §, ad 1: “Et ideo character indelibiliter inest animae, non propter sui
perfectionem, sed propter perfectionem sacerdotii Christi a quo derivatur character sicut
quaedam instrumentalis virtus.”
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of Christ into apostasy, the character, which deputes one to the
worship of Christ, can be lost.

The idea of an instrument consists in this, that it be moved by another, but not
in this, that it move itself, which belongs to the will. And therefore, however
much the will be moved unto the contrary, the character is not removed, on
account of the immobility of the principal mover.*

No matter what the one who has received the character does or
wills, the principal agent immutably moves him. Thus, the
character, an instrumental power, is always to be imputed to the
one baptized or ordained, because he is always being used by
Christ the priest."! To be sure, the priest is not always saying Mass
or hearing confessions. How, then, can he be thought to be always
being used by Christ, the high priest?

Our investigation shall proceed by considering five aspects of
this topic: (1) the analogy with a tool; (2) the sign value of the
character; (3) the acts St. Thomas associates with the character;
(4) the relation of the priesthood to the episcopacy, and the
episcopacy’s relation to the Church; and (5) the Eucharist as the
culmination of Christian life and so of priestly ministry. We shall
then be ready link up the discussion to Prebyterorum ordinis.

II. THE TOOL ANALOGY

In thinking about sacramental character, and in thinking of it
as the factor that “instrumentalizes” a Christian relative to the

W STH I, q. 63, a. 5, ad 2: “ratio . . . instrumenti consistit in hoc quod ab alio moveatur,
non autem in hoc quod ipsum se moveat, quod pertinet ad voluntatem. Et ideo,
quantumcumque voluntas moveatur in contrarium, character non removetur, propter
immobilitatem principalis moventis.”

"t must not be thought that identifying the character with that part of the causality of the
sacraments for which the priest is responsible and of which sacraments he is the minister
would reduce the character to an exterior deputation. The vis fluens of which the character
consists is real; the relation of dependence of sacramental grace on the priestis real. As for the
question that the defrocked and apostate priest poses, a failed priest does not cease to be
someone marked by ordination, but becomes in addition a sort of preeminent invitation to
think of the mystery of providence and freedom, as Graham Greene knew.

2 That relation has been thought to encompass the whole of a bishop’s life, in which all
his energy is exhausted in his ministry. This will turn out to help us to a solution.
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sacraments, it is helpful to work out the analogy of hand tools,
already invoked, in more detail. First comes the making of a hand
tool, then its use. In making a hammer, for example, a lump of
iron is fashioned into the head. Next, the head is fitted to a
handle. Fashioning the head gives the instrument its own nature,
in virtue of which it can convey a certain force in the plane of the
flat surface of the head, over an area of a square inch or so. The
handle lets the head be connected to the principal agent; it is the
configuration of the tool to the hand of the carpenter. As for its
use, the hammer can deliver some force simply when dropped or
in motion because it is thrown and intersecting with something in
its path. But then it is not really being used and is not really
operating as the instrument it is. When it is used as an instrument,
the principal agent ensures that the plane of the hammer head is
parallel to the plane of the nail head, that the line of force does
not vary from the line of the nail, and that this force is deployed
regularly, at fixed distances. In this way, the hammer contributes
to an effect—the roof installed, the house framed-—beyond its
nature.

Now, if the sacramental character makes a man an instrument,
is it like shaping the head of the hammer, putting an edge on an
axe head? Or is it like fitting the business end of the tool to a
handle? It is not like shaping the iron of hammer or axe. Consider
what the priest does at Mass, what he brings as an instrument to
making the sacrament. He produces the sacramental sign, the
sacramentum tantum, whose formal element is the words of
consecration. In other words, he quotes the words of Christ at the
Last Supper. But anyone can do that, and the priest does not need
to be refashioned in order to quote Christ. If it be true that only
an ordained priest consecrates, because only he is the instrument
of Christ at Mass, then his being made an instrument is not like
the iron being given a new shape. Furthermore, St. Thomas holds
that what makes a creature a supernatural instrument of God
cannot be communicated to it as a stable habit, but can only be
the transient motion it receives as moved by God, and this seems
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to argue against taking the character in this first way of something
being made an instrument. '

Is his being made an instrument therefore a matter of the
priest’s being “enhandled,” conformed to Christ so as to be con-
nected to the humanity of Christ, as an axe head is enhandled to
conform to a man’s hand? But this is no good either. Such con-
formation does not consist in holiness, for that is a matter of grace
and the virtues, nor in any stable, complete form, for that is just
how St. Thomas distinguishes character from grace.'* It seems that
there is nothing for the conformation of the instrument to consist
in except the person’s simply being used by Christ the priest.”

Therefore, if we want to think along the lines of a hand tool,
we must say that the priest is not like a hammer whose head must
be shaped in order to be a hammer, or like a stone axe whose
unshaped stone head is lashed to a handle. Rather, he is like a
stone that is simply picked up and used to pound nails. The stone
remains a tool for as long as it is being used; the priest remains an
instrument of Christ the priest as long as he is used by Christ. The
character will be indelible, moreover, if the priest is always being
used, and there is therefore always in the priest the vis fluens, the
instrumental power, of which the character consists. In this way
of thinking, the character does not enable sacramental acts so
much as consist in them. More precisely, the character is the vis
of these acts as causing grace, which is to say it is the relation of
dependence of their supernatural effect on them.'® In this way of
thinking, the priest is always somehow acting as a priest.

P See STh 1I-1I, q. 178, a. 1, ad 1. For this reason and apropos of this very text,
McCormack holds that “the character is a completely unique reality” (“The Configuration of
the Sacramental Character,” 468). The point of departure of this paper is that such uniqueness
is highly suspicious. The issue at SThH II-11, q. 178, a. 1, ad 1, is the power to perform miracles,
but this by no means makes it irrelevant to our topic. On using one application of the notion
of instrumentality to illuminate another, see Lonergan, Grace and Freedom, 81-84.

“STh I, q. 63, 2. 5, ad 1.

Y Perhaps we could say that the conformation consists in the person’s being known to be
ordered to such use.

' For causation as the relation of dependence in the effect, see Lonergan, Grace and
Freedom, 64{f. For strenuous rejection of Lonergan’s view as helpful in understanding St.
Thomas on sacramental causality, see Mark Jordan, “Theology and Philosophy,” in The

Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, ed. Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 232-51, at 245,
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1. THE CHARACTER AS A SIGN

Just above, we spoke of the conformation of the instrument to
the principal agent. This brings us to the “configurative” nature
of the character, which is closely related to taking it as a sign.

From the time St. Augustine introduced the notion of
sacramental character, it has been supposed to be a sign. Before
St. Thomas, it had also already been styled a configuration to
Christ.'” Saint Thomas accepts this inheritance in a very restrained
way. The first article of question 63 tells us that the character can
indeed be said to be a kind of sign, but that this is so insofar as it
is produced by a sensible sacrament, the visible rite (ad 2). This
location of the real sign value of the character in the rite must be
remembered in considering the important replies to the second
and third objections of article 3. Sacramental character is the res
et sacramentum of the sacrament of orders. Replying to the
second objection, St. Thomas says:

sacramental character is a thing [res] with respect to the exterior sacrament {the
sacramentum tantum) and a sacrament with respect to the ultimate effect [the res
tantum)]. And therefore something can be attributed to the character in two
ways. In one way, according to the idea of a sacrament. And in this way, it is a
sign of the invisible grace which is conferred in the sacrament. In another way,
according to the idea of character. And in this way it is a configurative sign,
configuring to some principal [agent] with whom the authority resides regarding
that to which someone is deputed: just as soldiers, who are deputed to battle, are
signed with the sign of the leader, by which sign they are in a certain way
configured to him. And in this way, they who are deputed to Christian worship,
whose author is Christ, receive a character by which they are configured to
Christ."®

7 That it configures to Christ was asserted by Alexander of Hales; that it configures to
Christ the priest is asserted by Philip the Chancellor. See Galot, La nature du caractére
sacramentel, 94ff. and 115ff.

BSTH I, q. 63, a. 3, ad 2: “character sacramentalis est res respectu sacramenti exterioris
[sacramentum tantum] et est sacramentum respectu ultimi effectus [res tantum]. Et ideo
dupliciter potest aliquid characteri attribui. Uno modo, secundurn rationem sacramenti. Et hoc
modo est signum invisibilis gratiae, quae in sacramento confertur. Alio modo, secundum
characteris rationem. Et hoc modo signum est configurativum alicui principali, apud quem
residet auctoritas etus ad quod aliquis deputatur: sicut milites, qui deputantur ad pugnam,
insigniantur signo ducis, quo quodammeodo ei configurantur. Et hoc modo illi qui deputantur
ad cultum Christianum, cuius auctor est Christus, characterem accipiunt quo Christo
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In itself, as an instrumental power, and as residing in the intellect,
the character is not perceptible to the senses. Therefore, it is a
sign of the grace of the sacrament given to one who receives the
character only in virtue of the rite. But it is also to be considered
in itself, as a res, in its ratio as a character—which means, in its
ratio as an instrumental power. In this way, it is a signum
configurativum, an instrumental power that configures to Christ.
How should we think of this being configured to Christ by which
priests are related to the cult, the acts to which they are deputed,
and which, as a “figuring,” bespeaks once again the value of a
sign, not of grace, but of Christ?

The configuration in question is not the configuration to Christ
worked by grace, charity, the virtues, and the gifts. Saint Thomas
regards these things as habits, modifications of human powers,
whereas he regards character as a capacity, not to do something
well or ill (and so, a habit), but to do something at all.’
Furthermore, grace and the virtues can be lost, but character is
indelible. If the character is a sign (sacramentum) only by virtue
of the visible rite, then perhaps it too configures to Christ by way
of the “exterior sacrament,” the rite. There are two possible ways
to take things here. We could say for instance that when the one
being ordained is anointed with chrism, he is visibly configured to
Christ, the Anointed One. Or we could say that, when the one
who has been ordained does the things for which he is ordained,
that is to say, when he offers Mass and absolves sins, he is
configured to Christ.?

The two ways just mentioned need not be exclusive. The
second way, however, seems preferable. If it is the very character
that configures to Christ, and character is instrumental power, the
power something has when being used, then the configuration is
to be found more in the celebration of those sacraments to which
the character deputes the priest than of the sacrament by which he

configurantur.”

¥ STh 111, q. 63, a. 2. For the character as a habitus, see Avery Dulles, The Priestly Office:
A Theological Reflection (New York: Paulist Press, 1997), 12.

2 For this sense of things, see McCormack, “The Configuration of the Sacramental
Character,” 487-89.
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is deputed.”’ In other words, a priest is configured to Christ
according as he is being used by Christ.

Both ways of taking configuration can be perceived in the reply
to the third objection, where the issue is the character as a
distinguishing sign.

One person is distinguished from another by a character in relation to some end
unto which one who receives a character is ordered, as has been said about the
military character, by which a soldier of the king, ordained to battle, is
distinguished from a soldier of the enemy. And likewise, the character of the
faithful is that by which the faithful of Christ are distinguished from the servants
of the devil, either as ordered to eternal life or as ordered to the worship of the
present Church. Of which the first happens by charity and grace, but the second
by sacramental character.”

This could mean that one is distinguished in virtue of the
sacrament he has received—baptism or ordination. On the other
hand, it seems rather to mean that one is distinguished in virtue
of the cult to which baptism gives access, or in virtue of the
sacraments of which ordination makes one the minister. If such a
distinction were always evident to both the minister and the
people of God, moreover, then the configuration to Christ would
be as good as indelible.

In the commentary on the Sentences, there is a particularly
striking recognition of the priest as a sign of Christ, one moreover
that relates the priest as sign expressly to his instrumental power.
Saint Thomas is comparing the instrumental virtus of the word the
priest speaks to that of the priest himself in confecting the
Eucharist.

Because the priest has a greater likeness to the principal agent than does the
word, because the priest bears his image, therefore and simply speaking, the

2 See also in this sense IV Sexnt., d. 4, q. a, a. 2, sol. 2, ad 4.

22 8Th 111, q. 63, a. 3, ad 3: “charactere distinguitur aliquis ab alio per comparationem ad
aliquem finem in quem ordinatur qui characterem accipit: sicut dictum est de charactere mili-
tari, quo in ordine ad pugnam distinguitur miles regis a milite hostis. Et similiter character fid-
elium est quo distinguuntur fideles Christi a servis diaboli, vel in ordine ad vitam eternam, vel
in ordine ad cultum presentis Ecclesiae. Quorum primum fit per caritatem et gradam . . .
secundum autem fit per characterem sacramentalem.”
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priest’s instrumental power is greater and more worthy, whence also it is
permanent and is related to many effects of this kind.?

The indelible nature of the power, that is, the character, is here
entirely a function of the priest as a sign of Christ. Moreover, he
seems to be taken as a sign independently of this or that liturgical
action—the power is “related to many effects of this kind.”
Therefore, he is a permanent sign. We may ask how he is a sign,
or in what his being a sign consists. It seems to be nothing more
than that he knows himself to be a priest and is recognized as a
priest, as one who images Christ.”* Thus, in that he is always and
everywhere a sign, simply as one known to be ordained, he is
always and everywhere being used by the principal agent of whom
he is a sign.

IV. PRIESTLY ACTS

There is another avenue to explore in imagining how it can be
truly said that the priest is always being used by Christ as an
instrument of his own priestly sanctification of his members.”
According to St. Thomas, the sacerdotal acts enabled by the
character are two: first and primarily, consecrare verum corpus
Christi, “to consecrate the true body of Christ”; second, preparare
populum ad susceptionem huius sacramenti, “to prepare the
people for the reception of this sacrament.”*® This second act is
cleansing from sin, and in virtue of that, the priest is the proper
minister (minister proprius) of baptism, penance, and extreme
unction.”’

P 1V Sent., d. 8, q. 2, a. 3, ad 9: “quia sacerdos est similior principali agenti quam verbum,
quia gerit eius figuram, ideo, simpliciter loquendo, sua virtus instrumentalis est maior et
dignior, unde etiam permanet et ad multos huismodi effectus se habet.”

** In this light, cf. De Potentia, q. 3, a. 7, where St. Thomas says that the instrumental
power of an axe in use, the vis artis, could be in the axe as a permanent form if only the axe
had an intellect.

% For St. Thomas, the grace by which Christ is head of the Church is that by which he is
a priest (STh 111, q. 22, a. 1, ad 3).

2TV Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 2, qla., 1, ¢ = STh Suppl., q. 40, a. 4.

Y1V Sent., d. 24, q. 2,a. 2 ad 1 = STh Suppl., q. 37, a. 4, ad 1.
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If these two acts, taken narrowly and only for as long as it
takes to perform them ritually, are the only things and fill the
only moments for which the sacramental, sacerdotal character is
required and in play, and are thus the only times when the priest
is being used by the principal agent, Christ, and if the character
just is the vis fluens in the instrument being used for as long as it
is being used by the principal agent, then the character is not
indelible, but comes and goes. Contrariwise, if the character is the
vis fluens, and indelible, we must find some way to take the
sacerdotal acts of the priest more broadly, and, as it were,
architectonically and so as inclusive of his life.

It is not clear that St. Thomas himself needs to be read as
taking things in this way, and of course, he did not live to treat
orders again and in conformity with the texts of question 63 most
suggestive of the reading argued for here. But there is in fact
considerable material that can be pressed into this reading. In a
remarkable article of over thirty years ago, M.-]. Nicolas
marshaled many of the resources there are in St. Thomas for
moving in this direction.?®

First, not every act said to require a character fits into the mold
of instrumental efficient causality. There are in the first place the
protestationes fidei of the baptized and confirmed. These seem to
proceed from their confessors not so much as from instruments as
from principal causes.”” Additionally, there are the acts of the
bishop relative to the mystical Body, the Church, which are at
least remotely grounded in the res et sacramentum of episcopal
consecration.” Saint Thomas does not speak of “character” for
bishops, on the grounds that episcopal consecration does not
provide a new relation to the corpus verum. But for all intents and
purposes, episcopal consecration produces an effect analogous to

>

% Marie-Joseph Nicolas, O.P., “La doctrine de S. Thomas sur le sacerdoce,” in San
Tommaso e I'odierna problematica teologica, Studi Tomistici 2. (Rome: Cittd Nuova Editrice,
1974), 309-28.

2 Ibid., 319-20.

%% So, speaking of the power conferred in confirmation and orders (IV Sent., d. 4, q. 1, a.
4, gla. 3), St. Thomas says that this power is “ad sacramentorum dispensationem, et aliarum
sacrarum hierarchicarum actionum exercitium” (“for the dispensation of the sacraments and

for the exercise of other sacred hierarchical actions”).
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character, which includes the power to ordain as part of the
power of ruling the Church.”' If ordaining may easily be con-
ceived along the lines of instrumental efficient causality, however,
jurisdictional and magisterial acts are more difficult to press into
that mold, and yet ruling acts are at the very least called for if not
exclusively enabled by the power to ordain.*

Second, some texts of St. Thomas go some distance in
including more in priesthood than Eucharistic consecration and
sacramental absolution. For example, the end of the Eucharist is
not simply the presence of the sacrament but its distribution to the
people.”® That is, the primary act can be described so as to include
a reference to the corpus mysticum and not just to the corpus
verum: “the power of orders is principally directed to the
consecration of the body of Christ and its distribution to the
faithful.”* Again, the priest offers the Eucharist not only for
himself but for the people.”® Further, when St. Thomas introduces
in the Summa contra Gentiles the necessity of orders for the
spiritual community, it is, as Nicolas notes, by way of an analogy
to those who care for the natural community of mankind, parents
and rulers. Those in orders are thus propagatores et conservatores
spiritualis vitae, “progenitors and preservers of the spiritual life,”
and take the role of parents and kings in the spiritual order.’® This
seems to place a sort of spiritual paternity in all grades of order,
and to make a munus gubernandi connatural to them.”” Further,
to convert men to faith “is proper to priests to whom it belongs
to preach and teach” (proprie est sacerdotum quorum est

! See e.g. IV Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 1, gla. 2, ad 2; and for thorough treatment, Joseph
Lécuyer, “Les étapes de I’enseignement thomiste sur I’épiscopat,” Revue thomiste 57 (1957):
29-52.

*2 On Lécuyer’s reading of St. Thomas (see “Les étapes,”) the power of orders of a bishop
is his competence to govern (which is not the same as jurisdiction, of course) and includes the
power to ordain. See also H. Bouéssé, “Le caractére episcopal,” in L’évéque dans I’église du
Christ, ed. H. Bouéssé (Brussels: Desclée de Brouwer, 1963), 361-69.

B STH 1L, q. 74, a. 2; see Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 318-19.

M SeG 1V, c. 75: “potestas ordinis principaliter ordinatur ad corpus Christi consecrandum
et fidelibus dispensandum.”

3 STh 1L, q. 65, a. 1; see Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 315.

36 SeG IV, c. 58; Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 315.

7 See ScG 1V, c. 74, where orders generally are for the building up of the Church.
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praedicare et docere).”® Last, it belongs to those in orders to drive
out ignorance from the people.”” This is not to say that these
things belong exclusively to those in orders, but, importantly, that
they are not alien from orders, and not alien from the priesthood
of presbyters.

It is true that these things do not show up in St. Thomas’s
definition of ordained priesthood. But as Nicolas explains, it is
easy to see why. The ordained priest is a ministerial priest. A
minister is an instrument. The priest is most evidently and strictly
an instrument in doing those things beyond his own natural power
as a man and even a baptized man, and those things are
consecrating the corpus verum and absolving sins. Therefore, the
ministerial priest is defined by these two acts.*® A definition,
however, does not state all that is proper to the defined.

These first two things just noted mean that we can distinguish
a broader and a stricter sense of instrument. A priest is an
instrument in the strict sense when he is being used to effect
something beyond his natural powers, as at the consecration of
the elements at Mass. On the other hand, although he functions
as a principal cause in evangelizing, preaching, teaching, and
ruling, still, since he is nevertheless teaching and implementing a
message not his own but one he is commissioned to teach and
implement, it makes sense to think of him as an “instrument” in
alarger sense, an instrument of the one who sends him and whose
message he repeats.*!

What would be the relation of these other acts to sacramental
character? How could the character be seen to sustain them as
well as the acts of consecrating and absolving? If they are ordered
to and in that sense dependent on those acts strictly contained in
the definition of the priest, such that they would lose their point

IV Sent., d 6, q. 2, a. 2, gla. 3; although prebaptismal catechesis is proper to deacons,
priests also are capable of this.

31V Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 2, qla.1 = STh Suppl., q. 35, a. 1, ad 1. See Nicolas, “La
doctrine,” 316.

* Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 315-16.

1 On the other hand, for all true creaturely speaking of speculatively beheld truth as
principally and in the first place a divine speaking and teaching, see G. Mansini, “Doing and
Speaking, Created and Uncreated,” Logos 10 (2007): 105-30.
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were they not so ordered, then they too could be acts in which a
vis fluens moves, if from a greater distance, to the grace of the
sacraments. First, however, we must look at what St. Thomas said
of bishops, and what that might make us want to say of priests
today.

V. LEARNING ABOUT PRIESTHOOD FROM THE EPISCOPACY

We must next take into account the pressure exerted on St.
Thomas’s account of the priesthood by the phenomenon of large
numbers of monastic priests living without care of souls. This
encouraged a view of priesthood centered on the Eucharist, and
even on the rite of the Eucharist relatively distant, as it were, from
ordinary Christian life.*?

Such a view of the priesthood harbors the idea that while the
bishop has a necessary relation, a fully pastoral relation, to the
corpus mysticum, the simple priest does not. By his episcopal
consecration, a bishop’s whole life and attention are dedicated to
the service of the mystical Body, the Church.* And although we
have seen in St. Thomas some attention to priestly acts whose
intelligibility connects them both more broadly and more
immediately to the people of God, still, the existence of large
numbers of monastic priests and prebenderies seemed sufficient
grounds on which to deny to simple priests such a totalizing
consecration to the people of God.*

For St. Thomas, the same relation that priest and bishop have
to the Eucharist led him to deny that bishops constitute an ordo
distinct from that of simple priests, and to deny as well that
episcopal consecration imparts a character.” This does not mean
that he did not recognize a difference of potestas ordinis for priest
and bishop. Because of their consecration to the service of the
corpus mysticum, and unlike priests, bishops are given the power

2 Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 321ff.

® STh1I-11, q. 184, a. 5.

# It is commonly noted that St. Thomas reports the usages of the medieval Church as data
to be taken into account, not as possible objects of criticism and reform.

S 1V Sent., d. 24, q. 3, a. 2, sol. 2, ad 2 = STh Suppl., q. 40, 2. 5, ad 2.
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to rule, and they are also given the sacred power to confirm,
ordain, and consecrate churches and vessels. Thus, equivalently,
there is something for bishops exactly analogous to what Thomas
calls “character” for priests, and it is not true that he thinks
bishops differ from priests only in possessing potestas
iurisdictionis.*® This must be borne in mind in the following
discussion, for otherwise it will not seem that a discussion of what
Thomas thinks about bishops could shed any light on what we
might want to think about priestly sacramental character. If the
bishop’s constant service is his rule, and his rule is somehow
founded in the potestas ordinis given him at ordination—
equivalently, “character”—then the bishop is always being applied
to use by the principal agent, and his “character” is in this way
indelible.

The different relations of priest and bishop to pastoral care has
an important consequence in how the bishop, as opposed to the
priest, can be spoken of relative to his representation of Christ.
When priests consecrate the elements at Mass, they act “in the
person of Christ,” both quoting Christ within the institution
narrative, and doing so as instruments of Christ.*” Acting in the
person of Christ, the priest is also said to “bear the image of
Christ” (gerit imaginem Christi) in the celebration of the
Eucharist.” Bishops, on the other hand, receive power “to act in
the person of Christ over his mystical body” (ut agat in persona
Christi supra corpus eius mysticum), in virtue of which the bishop
blesses chrism and consecrates churches and altars.*’ Does the
bishop so take on the person of Christ only when he is actually
doing something? Bishops are said to “take the place of Christ”
(vicem gerunt Christi) in that they are the heads of their dioceses,
just as the pope is the head of the whole Church.*° Simply being
the head of the diocese seems to make one bear the image of
Christ, and so represent him. We could say the bishop’s relation

* Lécuyer, “Les étapes,” 32, 34, 51-52.

Y STh1, q. 78, a. 15 q. 82, a. 15 q. 82, a. S.
¥ STh 1L, q. 83,a. 1,ad 3.

¥ STh1, q. 82, a. 1, ad 4.

S0SThIIL q. 8, a. 6.
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to the corpus mysticum places him in a stable relation of
signifying Christ.

We end with a stricter and a looser sense of acting “in the
person of Christ,” just as we have encountered a stricter and
looser sense of instrument, where the looser sense is used for
bishops, and the stricter sense for priests saying mass.”’

The different relations of priest and bishop to pastoral care
also entailed a difference as to their state of life. Although St.
Thomas always recognized the requirement of interior holiness
for both bishop and priest, he held that only bishops were to be
thought of as in a state of perfection, meaning that the very form
of their life consisted in taking on the assured means of holiness
the Church has always recognized in the counsels of poverty,
chastity, and obedience. The state of perfection is established by
two things: obliging oneself to the means of perfection
perpetually, and undertaking this obligation publicly, solemnly.*?
When the bishop obligates himself to pastoral care in being
consecrated, he obliges himself to a standard of perfection even
beyond that of religious.’” A state of perfection, of course, is an
abiding thing. We could say that because of a bishop’s relation to
the Church, he is in the state of perfection, a properly episcopal
state of perfection (more perfect than that of mere religious), and
so always engaged precisely as a bishop, and so always bearing the
image of Christ, and always figuring the person of Christ.

If we wish to conceive of the priest as a diminished bishop, as
with the Second Vatican Council, rather than of the bishop as a
priest with additions, then it might be possible to think of the
priest as similarly always dedicated to the Church, as similarly in
a sort of state of life and, ordinarily anyway, as always dedicated

11t is true that the priest is said without qualification to “represent Christ” (repraesentat
Christumy) as the mediator of God and men at IV Sent., d. 13, q. 1, a. 3, gla. 2, but the context
is Eucharistic. There is also the general statement of ST/ 11, q. 22, a. 4, on the priesthood of
Christ, where a priest of the New Law is said without qualification to work in the person of
Christ (in persona ipsius operatur).

S2STh L, q. 184, a. 4.

¥ ST, q. 184, aa. § and 7.
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to pastoral care.’* Beginning with the Council of Trent, moreover,
as Nicolas observes, that is indeed how the Western Church has
come more and more to think of priests. Paradigmatically, priests
are parish priests. Parish priests are the extension of the bishop in
the local parochial community, and are therefore likewise fittingly
thought of as wholly given over to pastoral care in their very form
of life.

But in this case it would similarly be possible to think of the
priest as always in some way representing Christ, in all of his life,
all of his activity. If priests were thought of as bearing a stable
relation to the corpus mysticum, then they too could be thought
of as bearing the person of Christ more generally and
permanently. We might even say that the priest’s life as a whole
constitutes a sort of public and official protestatio fidei. And the
protestationes fidei of the confirmed, we recall, are rooted in
sacramental character.”

VI. THE EUCHARIST AS THE GOAL

I have suggested a totalizing view of priestly ministry insofar as
the whole of a priest’s life and all his acts, like a bishop’s, would
be in service to the people of God. Additionally, the totalizing or
architectonic role of the celebration of the Eucharist must be
attended to, the “principal act” for which sacerdotal character is
necessary.*®

The spiritual life of Christians consists in the exercise of their
spiritual priesthood in union with Christ, which is the spiritual

** For the bishop as a priest with additions, see, e.g., George Edward Dolan, The
Distinction between the Episcopate and the Presbyterate according to the Thomistic Opinion
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1950). If this view is to be
imputed to St. Thomas, account must be taken of such Dionysian texts as IV Sent., d. 13, q.
1, a. 1, qla. 2, c. and ad 2, where the priest very clearly only participates in a fullness which
it is the part of bishops to possess.

S STh1, q. 72, a. S.

%¢ These two ways of totalizing priestly ministry do not, of course, compete with one
another. It was one of the objects of Presbyterorum ordinis to make that plain.
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sacrifice of themselves to God in Christ.”” The Eucharist, of
course, is the sacrament most of all ordered to this spiritual
sacrifice of charity; it is the sacrament whose res is the growth of
charity by which we are united to Christ and in Christ to one
another.”® Therefore, “the Eucharist is the consummation of the
spiritual life and the end of all the sacraments.”’ And therefore
also, the priest’s pastoral care of the faithful is oriented toward
the celebration of the Eucharist, where the spiritual priesthood of
the faithful and their spiritual sacrifice are completed because
most really joined to the priesthood and sacrifice of Christ most
really present through the sacramental ministry of the priest. If
therefore all that the priest does in the spiritual and sacramental
life of the faithful is ordered to their participation in the
Eucharist, then all that he does in some way disposes them to the
sacrifice, and all that he does is likewise oriented to his own
priestly confection of the Eucharist. This includes the priestly
work of teaching and shepherding. Everything that is not the
Eucharist disposes the faithful to the Eucharist. Therefore, what
is thought of as enabling both the Eucharist and its distribution to
the faithful as well as their disposition to the Eucharist, namely,
the character, is in play—for the priest is always either disposing
to the Eucharist or celebrating it. In this way, the priest is always
being used by Christ, in all his work, to move the corpus
mysticum toward the table of the corpus verum. In this way, the
vis fluens of the instrumental power is always actual, the character
is permanent and engaged in all the pastoral and sacramental
work of the priest.

A collection of texts of St. Thomas taken together supports this
view of things. First, the act by which a priest disposes the faithful
for communion depends on the primary act, the act of confecting
the Eucharist and distributing it to the faithful.” Second, just as
we have discovered a broader and stricter sense of acting in the

37 See the study of Gilles Emery, O.P., “Le sacerdoce spiritual des fideles chez Thomas
d’Aquin,” Revue thomiste 99 (1999): 211-43.

% SThIIL, q. 73, a. 35 q. 79, a. 1, ad 2.

¥ 8Th 1M, q. 73, a. 3.

DIV Sent., d. 24, q. 1, 2. 3, qla. 2, ad 1 = STh Suppl., q. 36, 2. 2, ad 1.
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person of Christ and a broader and a stricter sense of being the
instrument of Christ, a broader and a stricter sense of disposing
the faithful for the sacrament is also acknowledged. Proximately,
the priest disposes by absolution; other ministers dispose the
faithful more remotely—for example, by teaching.®! Third, what
the lower orders do in virtue of their office, the higher orders can
do in virtue of theirs.®* But what any order does is done in virtue
of its character, and this is so for all orders, both major and
minor. Saint Thomas held that each grade of order has a spiritual
act, even the porter in closing the doors, for which a character is
required.” While the minor orders are no more, the following
principle remains true: what the lower orders do or did in virtue
of their character is done by the higher in virtue of theirs. All the
acts of the orders are directed to the Eucharist, however, even if
not necessarily as parts of the Eucharist (as, evidently, the
secondary, dispositive act of absolution is not part of the
Eucharist).®* Instruction in Christian doctrine is remote
preparation for the reception of Eucharist, and was assigned to
lectors, subdeacons, and deacons.” This was signified within the
Mass itself, where the lector read the Old Testament, the
subdeacon the Epistle, and the deacon the Gospel. But like
absolution, this remote preparation of declaring the word of God
was not necessarily part of the Eucharist, nor is it so today when
a priest does it.

It can be concluded from the above argument that whatever a
priest does by way of teaching or anything else dispositive to the
Eucharist—and that is everything he does—is done in virtue of his
priestly character. This does not mean that the power to teach

1V Sent., d. 24, q. 2,a. 2,ad 1 = STh Suppl., q. 37, a. 4, ad 1.

1V Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 2, qla. 5 = STh Suppl., q. 35, a. 5; IV Sent., d. 24,q. 2, a. 1, qla.
2,ad 2 = STh Suppl., q. 37, a. 2, ad 25 IV Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 2 = STh Suppl., q. 37, a. 4, ad
3.

1V Sent., d. 24, q. 1, a. 2, gla. 2, c. and ad 1 = STh Suppl., q. 35,a. 2, c. and ad 1. Some
acts of the lower orders can be carried out by laymen, but not officially; see IV Sent., d. 24,
q. 2,a. 2,ad 9 = S8Th Suppl., q. 37, a. 4, ad 9. Where such acts are carried out by one in
orders, however, they are carried out in virtue of the character of orders.

1V Sent., d. 24, q. 2,a. 2, c. and ad 1 = STh Suppl., q. 37,a. 4, c. and ad 1.

IV Sent., d. 24, q. 2, a. 2, ad 4 = STh Suppl., q. 27, a. 4, ad 4.
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need be thought of in the same way as the power to confect the
Eucharist. Indeed, it seems they should not be thought of in the
same way, since the capacity to teach can be lost.® It means rather
that, when a priest teaches, we see something that disposes to the
Eucharist being done by the one who represents Christ at the
Eucharist, and so, remotely but really, we are already in the realm
of making the Eucharist.®” The dependence of the disposing acts
on the primary acts need not be all of the same kind.

VII. THE TEACHING OF THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

In section III, it was noted that the character can be taken as
configuring the priest to Christ, so making him a sign of Christ,
because of the rites and sacraments of worship he is deputed to
preside over. From section V, we see that the priest can be taken
as a sign of Christ also because of the pastoral care of the people
of God to which, like the bishop, he is devoted. After section VI,
we can say that the priest is always a sign of Christ because all he
does either is the celebration of the Eucharist or is the disposition
of the faithful to the reception of the Eucharist. The priest is
always in the use of Christ, therefore, for two reasons. First, he is
always in use because all his ministry and acts are ordered to the
Eucharist (see sections IV and VI). Second, he is always in use

% See G. Mansini, “Episcopal Munera and the Character of Episcopal Orders,” The
Thomist 66 (2002): 369-94.

7 Nicolas, “La doctrine,” 328: “the concept of an activity that disposes to grace is large
enough in St. Thomas to embrace everything that of itself contributes to the progress and to
the defense of the Faith, to preaching the Gospel, to gathering men in the Church—everything
that is within the compass of the pastoral mission. . . . For a2 work so limitless, and so mixed
up with daily human action, it is not necessary to be a priest and it is often enough better not
to be one. But whatever the priest does, even if it is not always materially reserved to him, he
does as a natural consequence of his role in the Eucharistic Sacrifice” (“le concept d’activité
dispositive  la grace est assez large dans S. Thomas pour embrasser tout ce qui concourt de
sol au progress et 2 la défense de la Foi, 4 ’announce de I’Evangile, au ressemblement des
hommes en Eglise, tout ce qui est du ressort de la mission pastorale. . . . Pour une oeuvre aussi
illimitée, si mélée a l'action humaine quotidienne, il n’est pas nécessaire d’étre prétre et il
convient souvent mieux de ne I’&tre pas. Mais ce qui fait le prétre, méme si cela ne lui est pas
toujours matériellement réservé, il le fait par une suite naturelle de son réle dans le sacrifice
eucharistique™).
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because, just insofar as all his ministry and acts are ordered to the
Eucharist, he is also always a sign of Christ (see sections III and
V). In his activity and in his person, he is both moved by Christ
and just as such always bespeaks Christ’s movement of Christian
life and community through him to the sacramental realization of
itself that occurs in the celebration of the Eucharist. We can say
he is a sign because he is used. But also, and better, we can take
things the other way around: because he is a sign, he is always
being moved by Christ as his instrument. This is the better way
because we are in the sacramental order, and sacramentum in
genere signi est, and they cause by being signs.

Notice also that we can organize the priest’s life around the
Eucharist, or around pastoral care, and of course, both
synthetically. The protestatio fidei that is the priest’s life is
ordered to the Christian cult whose culmination is the Eucharist;
also, we can say that it is ordered to the actualization the people
of God are brought to when they offer themselves to God with
Christ at Mass. This is how Nicolas puts it, speaking of the priest’s
mission.

Power over the Body of Christ, over the mystical Body, yes—but especially does
the priest have a mission to give Christ a sacramental presence among men and
to install that presence at the heart of their lives.®®

The appreciation of the priest as always a sign, and in terms of a
mission whose goal is to bring the people of God to the heavenly
banquet through their own sharing in the Eucharistic table, brings
us to the point also where our reading of St. Thomas can be
linked up with the teaching of the Second Vatican Council and
Pope John Paul 1L

Presbyterorum ordinis orients the priesthood of presbyters to
the service both of bishops, functioning to extend episcopal
ministry, itself the extension of apostolic mission, and of the
people of God, enabling their spiritual sacrifice to be joined to the

8 Tbid., 321: “Pouvoir sur le Corps du Christ, sur le Corps mystique, oui, mais surtout
b p e p y > >
mission de donner au Christ une existence sacramentelle parmi les hommes et de la répandre
au coeur de leur vie.”
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one sacrifice of Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass. Speaking of the
sacrament of orders, the council fathers say that by it “priests, by
the anointing of the Holy Spirit, are signed with a special
character and are conformed to Christ the Priest in such a way
that they can act in the person of Christ the Head” (PO 2.3).
Acting in the person of Christ the Head of the Church means, in
context, acting authoritatively in all three munera—teaching,
ruling, and sanctifying. The ability so to act is said to be the result
of the character and of conformation to Christ. Though the text
cites Lumen gentium 10, it is in fact constructed on the model of
Lumen gentium 21, where, speaking of bishops, the council
fathers say that as a result of episcopal ordination, “the grace of
the Holy Spirit is given in such a way, and a sacred character is
impressed in such a way, that bishops . . . take the place of Christ
himself, teacher, shepherd, and priest, and act in his person.” In
neither text should acting in the person of Christ in all three
munera be taken to be founded exclusively in the character.®” The
texts rather mean that both character and grace enable both
bishops and priests to act in the person of Christ. Although the
fathers go beyond Trent in Lumen gentium in asserting the
sacramentality of episcopal ordination and the fact that it imprints
a character, in neither text did the fathers intend any new
teaching on the nature or properties of the sacramental character
itself. Here, they do not go beyond Trent, which itself declined to
settle disagreements among Catholic theologians on this matter.”

¢ Some English translations suggest this, but the Latin does not: “perspicuum est . . .
gratiam Spiritus Sancti ita conferri et sacrum characterem ita imprimi, ut episcopi . . . ipsius
Christi Magistri, Pastoris et Pontificis partes sustineant et in Eiuis persona agant.” The final
clause, a result clause, is a function both of the conferring of grace and of the imprinting of
the character.

7 See the relatio of Cardinal Kénig of 21 September 1964, on paragraphs 18-21 of the
next-to-final draft of Lumen gentium. In affirming that consecration imprints a character, he
says, “the words were chosen in such a way as to abstract from disputed questions: namely,
whether it be a new character or only a broadening of presbyteral character, and so on” (Acta
Synodalia Sacrosancti Concilii Vaticani II [Rome: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1970- ],
3/2:204). And in the relatio accompanying the final text, the Doctrinal Commission,
responding to a request that the text say that the powers of teaching and ruling are founded
in that of sanctifying, says that it seemed best to confine the text to an assertion of their
conferral, “and not enter into the question of their connection with one another” (Acta
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That the character is in any way said to found the ability of
bishops and priests to act in the person of Christ is moreover a
sort of accident of the construction of the text of Lumen gentium
21. At first, the text had indicated the permanent effect of the
sacrament of orders by stating that, because of the character, a
bishop could not once again become a simple priest. To the
request that the effect of the sacrament be stated positively and
not negatively, it was proposed to say that, in virtue of grace and
the character, the bishop acts in the person of Christ in teaching,
ruling, and sanctifying. So it was determined in the final text, and
the Decree on the Life and Ministry of Priests simply repeated this
stratagem: instead of saying that a priest cannot lose his
priesthood because of the abiding sacramental character, the text
says that ordination imprints a character and configures to Christ
and so enables the priest to act in the person of Christ the Head.

Texts, however, have a life of their own, especially texts
composed with the assistance of the Holy Spirit. Notwithstanding
the actual history of their composition and the intent of the
fathers not to innovate either in Lumen gentium 21 or in
Presbyterorum ordinis 2, the texts say that, in virtue of the
sacramental character and of grace, bishops and priests are, as it
were, in the state of representing Christ, and do so in all their
ministerial acts.”' Priests represent Christ also in teaching and
ruling the corpus mysticum, while St. Thomas spoke in this way
only of bishops. The conciliar texts definitively stretch the
language of acting i1 persona Christi beyond a Eucharistic context,
and insofar as the character in some way grounds the entire

Synodalia Sacrosancti Concilii Vaticani II, 3/8:61; modus 38). The Commission reports that
it is understood that the text does not undertake to settle any disputed question as to the
origin of jurisdiction, or questions concerning sacramental character (ibid., 63; modus 45).
The relatio for the final text of Presbyterorum ordinis tells us that the text of no. 2 does not
say that it is only by sacramental character that the priest is configured to Christ; therefore
neither does it say that all three munera are founded therein (Acta Synodalia Sacrosancti
Concilii Vaticani II, 4/7:121; response to modus 24). For this and the next paragraph, see G.
Mansini, “Sacerdotal Character at the Second Vatican Council,” The Thomist 67(2003): 539-
77.

7! For the constitution and the wirkungsgeschicte of Presbyterorum ordinis 2, see G.
Mansini and L. Welch, “The Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests,” forthcoming.
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ministry of priests, let us think of the character as a vis fluens
always actual in the entire life and ministry of both bishops and
priests.

The further teaching of Presbyterorum ordinis 2 harmonizes
with this, where we read that the entire ministry of priests is
ordered to enabling the faithful to join their spiritual sacrifice to
the sacrifice of Christ. Let us quote this most beautiful text at
some length.

Through the ministry of the priests, the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful is made
perfect in union with the sacrifice of Christ, the only mediator, which sacrifice,
through their hands and in the name of the whole Church, is offered
sacramentally in the Eucharist and in an unbloody manner until the Lord himself
comes. The ministry of priests is directed to this goal and is perfected in it. Their
ministry, which begins with the evangelical proclamation, derives its power and
force from the sacrifice of Christ. Its aim is that “the entire commonwealth of the
redeemed and the society of the saints be offered to God through the High Priest
who offered himself also for us in his passion that we might be the body of so
great a Head.” 7

All priestly ministry is accomplished under the aegis of the
Eucharist, to which all is ordered.

It is therefore unsurprising to find John Paul II, in the post-
synodal apostolic exhortation Pastores dabo vobis, speaking of the
priest as always, in his whole life and activity, given over to being
a sign of Christ.

The priest finds the full truth of his identity in being a derivation, a specific
participation in and continuation of Christ himself, the one high priest of the
new and eternal covenant. The priest is a living and transparent image of Christ
the priest.”*

Further and concordantly with this notion of the priest as in his
very existence always working because always a sign of Christ, we
find asserted of priests precisely what St. Thomas asserted of the

7 The quotation is from St. Augustine, The City of God 10.6. See also no. 5 of the Decree:
“the Eucharist appears as the fount and culmination of all evangelization.”
7 Pastores dabo vobis 12.
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bishop; namely, that he is wholly dedicated to the service of the
mystical body.

In the Church and on behalf of the Church, priests are a sacramental
representation of Jesus Christ—the head and shepherd—authoritatively
proclaiming his word, repeating his acts of forgiveness and his offer of
salvation—particularly in baptism, penance and the Eucharist, showing hisloving
concern to the point of a total gift of self for the flock, which they gather into
unity and lead to the Father through Christ and in the Spirit.”

Consecrated to the service of the mystical body in this way, the
priest approaches the “state of perfection” in which St. Thomas
held that bishops stand. Moreover, the exhortation does not fail
to recommend the evangelical counsels to all presbyters, and in
the name of pastoral charity.”

VIII. CONCLUSION

Contemporary dogmatic theology of orders that wishes to be
in continuity with prior Western magisterial and theological
tradition will include an assertion that the sacrament has for one
of its effects an indelible character. A contemporary systematic
theology of orders, moreover, may very well attempt to
understand the nature of the sacramental character imprinted by
orders as does St. Thomas, as an instrumental power. But then it
must also face the difficulty that the terms and relations St.
Thomas employs in speaking about power, efficient power, and
instrumental efficient power, have a sort of integrity in virtue of
which they cannot be made to mean whatever we want.

Specifically, when St. Thomas speaks narrowly and carefully
about instrumental power, it is a vis fluens. The intelligibility of
such a notion is as plain as, for instance, the order and pattern of
hammer strokes received in the hammer as moved by a principal
agent, an order and pattern beyond the nature of the tool itself,
an order and pattern that is very much something transient,

7* Pastores dabo vobis 15.
75 Pastores dabo vobis 27-30.
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something in the hammer only as long as it is used by the
carpenter. If we hold strictly to the identification of the character
with a vis fluens, and if the only acts for which it is needed are
those of the consecration of the elements at Mass and the
absolution of sins, and if these acts are taken purely in their
liturgical and ritual reality, there is an apparent difficulty in
speaking of sacramental character as at once an instrumental
potency and as something permanent.

It is possible to multiply categories, and to find in the character
a metaphysically unique reality, or another sense of instrumental
cause.” Also, it is possible to find a way in which to conceive of
the priest as always in use. I have tried to show both that there are
resources in St. Thomas for just this conception, and also that this
conception is concordant with more recent authoritative
magisterial pronouncements on the nature of the priesthood.

76 McCormack, “The Configuration of the Sacramental Character,” 468; O’Neill, “The
Instrumentality of the Sacramental Character,” 265 n. 4.
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PPOSITION TO POSITIVISM was a lifetime concern of
Etienne Gilson. His first published article, entitled “Sur le
positivisme absolu,” was a criticism of an article defending
absolute positivism by the Parisian philosopher Abel Rey.! Both
articles, along with Rey’s reply to Gilson, appeared in 1909 in the
journal of the University of Paris, Revue philosophique de la
France et de I'étranger.* At the time Gilson was teaching phi-
losophy and mathematics at the lycée in Rochefort-sur-Mer on the
Atlantic coast, and he was about to submit his second, com-
plementary doctoral thesis to his master at Paris, the positivist and
sociologist Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, who also happened to be an editor
of the Revue philosophique. Gilson knew that Lévy-Bruhl
fundamentally agreed with the positivism of Abel Rey, that
science is the only valid way of knowing, but he gave his critical
article to his master, who graciously published it while letting
Gilson know that he thought his position was out of date.
Gilson recorded this event sixty-three years later when giving
three public lectures “In Quest of Species” at the Pontifical

! Abel Rey (1873-1940) taught in French lycées and at the University of Paris. He wrote
on psychology, morality, sociology, the philosophy of physics, and the history of science. See
Larousse du XXe siécle (Paris: Librairie Larousse, 1932), 5:1063. For an earlier view of
Gilson’s article on Rey see Laurence K. Shook, Etienne Gilson (Toronto: Pontifical Institute
of Mediaeval Studies, 1984), 40-41.

? Abel Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” Revue philosophique de la France et de létranger
67 (1909): 461-79; Gilson’s article and Rey’s reply to it both appeared in “Notes et
discussions sur le positivisme absolu,” Revue philosophique de la France et de I’étranger 68
(1909): Etienne Gilson, “Sur le positivisme absolu,” 63-65; Rey’s reply, 65-66.
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Institute of Mediaeval Studies in Toronto, just before leaving for
France in final retirement in 1972. Opening these lectures, he
recalled his first article in 1909 in criticism of Abel Rey’s absolute
positivism. “At that time,” he mused,

‘absolute positivism’ was a new term, coined by Abel Rey, a professor of
philosophy at the Sorbonne, in order to designate what we today more harshly
call ‘scientism’. I do not remember the words I used then, but I distinctly recall
my state of mind in raising that youthful protest against scientism. I was naively
but intensely feeling indignant about a university professor of philosophy
brazenly teaching that there was no such thing as philosophy.”

Thus at the beginning of his career Gilson struck a pattern of
thought that would remain until the very end.

This essay proposes to examine the interplay of ideas in the
three articles of Abel Rey, Etienne Gilson’s critical response to
Rey, and Rey’s rejoinder to Gilson. This is followed by a brief
account of Gilson’s views on Auguste Comte, the founder of
positivism, and its relation to Rey’s absolute positivism. Finally,
we shall consider Gilson’s own philosophy in the light of his
criticism of positivism. Though his article occupies only three
pages, it assumed some importance when he recalled it in his
lectures on species in 1972. Having firmly turned his back on
positivism at the beginning of his career, he confirmed his
rejection of it at the end. His was a lifelong opposition to Auguste
Comte. At the beginning of his lectures “In Quest of Species,”
Gilson said: “Some of us only late in life realize what confers a
degree of unity upon our philosophical reflection.” One of the
themes that give unity to Gilson’s philosophical life is his rejection
of positivism and his conviction of the validity of philosophy as a
way of knowing specifically distinct from that of science.

? Gilson, “In Quest of Species,” three unpublished lectures, in the Archives of the Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, Toronto. On these lectures, which are being readied for
publication, see Shook, Etienne Gilson, 40-41, 387-88.
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I. ABEL REY

Rey begins with the provocative statement: “Since the
beginning of Greek philosophy up to the nineteenth century,
philosophy has been the work of scientists [savants].”* Justifying
this bold statement, which brings the history of philosophy into
agreement with Rey’s own positivism, he asserts that during these
centuries science and philosophy were so mixed that it was almost
impossible to separate pure science from philosophy. In fact,
contemporaries found it clearly impossible to draw the line
between the two. The best they could do was to consider scientific
what we do today, namely, “very precise particular results,” and
philosophical “general views that concern less particular facts than
vast systems.” The authors of these general philosophical views
regarded them as the natural consequences and conclusions of
their detailed studies and purely scientific research.’ This was true
not only for scientists but also for philosophers of old. Rey writes:

The majority of Greek philosophers, the great scholastics, and the scientists of
the Renaissance possessed all the science of their era and they possessed it as
masters. It is not surprising then that with them science should quite naturally
and of itself end up with a system of nature considered in its totality, with a
general view of the universe, with a philosophy.®

This notion of the relation between science and philosophy, Rey
continues, is impossible today. Science has become so specialized
since the end of the eighteenth century that both scientists and

* “Depuis les débuts de la philosophie grecque jusqu’au XIXe siécle, la philosophie a été
Poeuvre des savants” (Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 461). The French savant has a wider
meaning than scientist; in general it means scholar, scientist, learned or erudite person (see
Dictionnaire Frangais-Anglais, nouvelle ed., ed. Marguerite-Marie Dubois [Paris: Librairie
Larousse, 1981]). However, itis clear from Abel’s (and Gilson’s) use of the term in connection
with science, that it means “scientist” in their essays.

* Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 461.

¢ “La plupart des philosophes grecs, des grands scolastiques et des savants de la Renaissance
ont possédé toute la science de leur époque et ont possédé en maitres. It n’est pas étonnant
alors que chez eux la science aboutisse tout naturellement, comme d’elle-méme, 2 un systéme
de la nature considérée dams sa totalité, 2 une vue générale de l'univers, 4 une philosophie”
(ibid., 462).
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philosophers have agreed to a divorce. Science has gained its
independence of philosophy, and philosophy (especially meta-
physics, exemplified by German idealism) developed above or
beside science on an entirely different level. Metaphysicians
regard science as busied with the relative, the half-truth, or more
exactly with apparent truth; absolute truth they “modestly”
reserve to themselves. Scientists, for their part, look upon
metaphysics as a flight of individual fancy with an aesthetic and
not a logical appeal. A scientific philosophy, one emerging from
science and using the method of science, is thought to be a myth.”

Living in the age of positivism inaugurated by Auguste Comte,
Rey aimed to show that a scientific philosophy is indeed possible
and necessary. This entailed the revision of the nineteenth-century
divorce between science and philosophy. Not that science should
once again be mixed with philosophy and depend on it. The great
progress of science was entirely due to its separation from the
speculations and obscurities of philosophy. “Science,” Rey says,
“is above all a system of partial propositions over which phi-
losophy has no jurisdiction.”® But, given this fact, it must be
granted that positive science needs theories and general
conceptions. Scientists themselves, even the most positivistic, try
to answer questions that have always been classified as
philosophical. Earlier positivists (Rey is thinking of Auguste
Comte and his first followers, who considered positivism to be a
philosophy specifically other than the positive sciences)’ were too
narrow and timid to acknowledge this. In short, their positivism
was not absolute. Today, however, according to Rey, positivists
attempt to answer these questions, not like the nineteenth-century
metaphysicians but like the philosophers of old, only with more
prudence and much less generality and certainty. Their answers

7 Ibid., 463.

8 “La science est d’abord un ensemble de propositions partielles sur laquelle la philosophie
n’a aucune juridiction” (ibid., 464).

® For Comte’s positive philosophy see his Cours de philosophie positive, 6 vols., 6th ed.
(Paris: Alfred Costes, 1908-34), 1:1-16; E. Gilson, “French Positivism,” in Thomas Langan,
Etienne Gilson, Armand Maurer, Recent Philosophy: Hegel to the Present, A History of
Philosophy 4, ed. E. Gilson (New York: Random House, 1966), 267-76.
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are not general ideas springing from an individual imagination or
fights of fancy, but from the facts of science itself.'

What then is philosophy for the absolute positivist? The first
thing to be said, according to Rey, is that philosophy cannot and
must not add to what the scientists say. They produce philosophy
in its entirety, either actually or potentially. They alone are
competent to know reality. Hence philosophy can be defined as
“the system of positive science.” Philosophy cannot be nor ought
to be, in spirit and content, anything but the system of positive
sciences.!’ Can philosophy at least be given the task of
systematizing the results of science for its own purposes and
criticism? This was a widespread notion of positive philosophy,
attributed to Auguste Comte.'* To Rey, however, it is bad
metaphysics. He insists that if philosophy is to be truly positive it
adds nothing to science. If philosophy is organized science, it
would add something to it and complete it, but this is the work of
science itself.

It might be objected that there are a great number of questions
left unanswered by science, like the nature of matter and
consciousness, and this leaves the door open to metaphysics. But
Rey sees no reason to think that positive science has any definite
limits. It might leave us ignorant about a certain matter, but we
should be confident that, using the methods of science, the
scientist will eventually find the solution, which will be accepted
by everyone.”

This would seem to leave the philosopher with nothing to do.
But Rey finds a task for the positivist philosopher that is both very
important and difficult. He is the historian of contemporary
scientific thought, noting the differences and agreements between
scientists and schools of science, recording questions that remain
open and the evolution of scientific ideas. For this he himself must
have a broad knowledge of science to be assured that he does not

0 Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 465-66.

1 1bid., 461 n. 1.

2 For the constructive and critical role of Comte’s positivism with regard to science, see
Gilson, “French Positivism,” 273-76.

B Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 471.
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make mistakes. The scientist also likes to take a hand in these
philosophical endeavors but always from his own limited and
partial point of view, unlike the philosopher who takes a broader
and more systematic view of the subject. So the philosopher does
have a very definite speciality: he studies the evolution of
scientific and philosophical ideas, and this puts him in direct
contact with facts and yields a true experience."

This gives the positivist philosopher a broad field in which to
work. He tries to synthesize in each period of history its
knowledge, methods, and hypotheses, not only as a sort of stock-
taking (of which scientists above all feel the need because of the
specialized nature of their own work), but especially to provide
scientists with a general spirit or culture (a humanism in the best
sense of the term) that specialized sciences are unable to furnish.
The education and culture these sciences instill would be narrow
and even harmful without general philosophical views. Thus
philosophy (in the positivist sense) comes to the help of science,
which cannot survive without these views."

More can be said about the value of philosophy according to
Rey. Scientific knowledge avoids anthropomorphisms; its aim is
to be absolutely disinterested and as dehumanized as possible. But
humankind now as always raises general questions about human
life and destiny that vitally concern it. Rey insists that they must
be answered in a positivist spirit and not a priori, artificially and
with imagination or tradition. The role of positive philosophy is
to examine these new questions like all the others—namely, in the
light of the teachings of science, that is to say, in the light of
observation and experience, with the sole aim of looking for the
truth.'®

When approaching questions concerning religion and the
spiritual and social life that call for an answer, can we appeal to
utility? Can we say, “Believe this because it is useful?” Rey refuses
this pragmatic reply, for humans are looking for a reason for
believing en vérité, that is, in the order of knowledge and truth.

" Tbid., 473 (Rey’s emphasis).

15 Ibid.
16 Tbid., 474.



ETIENNE GILSON, CRITIC OF POSITIVISM 205

The new positive philosophy must search for answers, and it will
find them above all in the suggestions of science—not in studies
of the cosmos, but especially, and perhaps exclusively, in
psychology and sociology."

It is easy to detect here, as elsewhere, the influence of Comte
on Rey’s notion of positivist philosophy. As we shall see, Comte
had no use for studying astronomy (except the sun and moon),
because it does not serve the interests of human life. Rey’s
emphasis on sociology reflects Comte’s notion that this science is
most fundamental, for it enables the philosopher to systematize
the results of all the other sciences.®

Like Comte, Rey also stresses the need of religious sentiment
and tolerance of religious beliefs for the cohesion of life in
society, and he gives them an important place in positive
philosophy. Religion should be encouraged, at least in the broad
sense acceptable to the majority, though not in its actual particular
manifestations, and perhaps not in its mystical form." Contrary
to Comte, Rey insists that positive philosophy should not furnish
a system of religious beliefs. But, like Comte, he emphasizes the
importance in general of affection and feeling in the positivist
philosophy, remarking: “This is the profound basis of our
conscious life, the eminent source of our actions, which the whole
contemporary science of psychology teaches us. Why would we
despise it to the advantage of an exclusive intellectualism, as
narrow and superficial as it is little positive?”?°

Rey’s description of positivist philosophy would seem to
distinguish it in some way from the sciences, but he insists that
their functions are not different in nature but only in degree
—presumably, above all, in their degree of generality. Each of the
various sciences has its own speciality; philosophy emerges from

7 1bid., 474-75.

18 On the role of sociology for Comte see Gilson, “French Positivism,” 274; The Unity of
Philosophical Experience (New York: Scribner’s, 1941), chap. 10.

¥ Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 477.

20 «Celle-ci [i.e. la vie affective] est la base profonde de notre vie consciente, source
éminente de nos actions, 4 ce que nous enseigne toute la science psychologique
contemporaine. Pourquoi la mépriser au profit d’un intellectualisme exclusif, aussi étroit et
superficiel que peu positif” (ibid.).
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them in the mind of scientists as their continuation and
culmination, unifying their conclusions and applying to them the
historical and critical method. It is rightfully opposed to
metaphysics, by which is meant philosophies that do not use
scientific data and method but believe they have a method
superior to that of the sciences.

II. GILSON’S CRITICISM OF REY

Gilson’s reply to Rey is a brief but passionate plea for the
independence of philosophy (and especially of metaphysics) from
science. Philosophy, he contends, cannot be reduced to science in
its contents, spirit, or method. It has its own content and method
which do not emerge from the results of science. There are
problems that philosophy alone can solve because they do not
come within the scope of science nor can they be addressed by the
scientific method.

In Rey’s absolute positivism philosophy loses its autonomy and
has no other content or method than those of science. As we have
seen, in absolute positivism philosophy cannot add anything to
what the scientists say; they do everything.** Gilson agrees with
Rey that scientists are competent to delve into their special
domains, and they can also rise to consider the philosophical
generalities concerning their specialities. A mathematician, for
example, can analyze mathematical reasoning and a geometrician
can tell us what he understands by space. But when a scientist
gives us conclusions about the meaning and value of science, or
about the limits of knowledge, he clearly goes beyond his
competence and becomes a philosopher and a metaphysician. No
scientific discipline confers on a scientist a special competence to
raise the central problem of the critique of knowledge. There is,
therefore, a place for metaphysics or a critique of knowledge
(whatever it might be called) alongside and above science itself.*

2 See above, p. 202.
2 Gilson, “Notes et discussions,” 64.
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Do metaphysicians look down on science and its methods, as
Rey claims? Gilson asks who these metaphysicians might be. Rey
himself mentions contemporary philosophers, like Renouvier,
Bergson, Boutroux, among others, but they believed in the
necessity of metaphysics and showed respect for science and its
method as necessary introductions to the whole of philosophy.?’

Gilson also finds Rey’s statements about the roles of
philosophy in absolute positivism inconsistent. According to Rey’s
own account, the positivist philosepher does nothing but make an
inventory of the results of science and write the history of
contemporary scientific thought, which, Gilson adds, Rey himself
has happily done. But Rey goes further and claims to raise the
problem of human destiny and the meaning of life in the light of
psychology and sociology, relying on the results of observation
and experience. Gilson doubts that these problems arise in
science, even in Rey’s terms. He insists that no science, not even
psychology or sociology, addresses them. They are problems for
metaphysics and theology and are by definition ignored by
positive science. He asks how absolute positivism can be a
‘humanism’, concerned with the fundamental problems of life and
action, and yet it “cannot and must not add to what the scientists
say.”*

Gilson sees the basis of Rey’s rejection of metaphysics as his
desire to avoid putting limits to science, destroying science’s
monopoly of knowledge and curbing its rights. But Gilson does
not sec metaphysics as a peril for science; rather, he sees absolute
positivism as a veritable peril for philosophy.”

Gilson’s final remarks in his reply to Abel stress the
independence of philosophy as such from both theology and
science:

In the Middle Ages it was said that philosophy is the handmaiden of theology
(Philosophia ancilla theologiae). Philosophy is now freed from this servitude.
Today it is said that philosophy is the handmaiden of science (Philosophia ancilla

2 hid., 63. See Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 467.
* Gilson, “Notes et discussions,” 65.
% Ibid., 63.
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scientiae). This second servitude would be no better than the first. Philosophy is
no one’s servant. Without isolating it from science, but also without absorbing
it in science, let it continue the work begun several centuries ago. Like science
itself it will achieve from its own point of view ever closer approximations of the
truth.*

Gilson wrote these lines in 1909, before encountering Thomas
Aquinas and the role of ‘handmaiden’ that philosophy played in
his theology.”” At the time, this role appeared to him, in the spirit
of the Enlightenment, as a servitude from which philosophy
should be liberated. His deepening knowledge of medieval
philosophy, and of Thomism in particular, convinced him that the
role of philosophy as a handmaiden of theology was not a harmful
enslavement for philosophy but a positive enrichment.”® At the
same time he insisted that in order to be a good handmaiden,
Thomism as a philosophy had to be strictly rational in its
principles and its argumentation.?’

II. REY’S REPLY TO GILSON

Replying to Gilson, Rey first clears up what he sees as a
misunderstanding between them. He then points out irreducible
oppositions between their points of view. The misunderstanding
concerns the expression “Philosophy is the handmaiden of

%6 «On disait au moyen 4ge: ‘Philosophia ancilla theologiae’. La philosophie s’est liberée
de ce servage. On nous dit aujourd’hui: ‘Philosophia ancilla scientiae’; ce second servage ne
vaudrait pas mieux que le premier. La philosophie n’est la servante de personne. Laissons 14,
sans I’isoler de la science mais aussi sans I’y résorber, poursuivre ’oeuvre commencée depuis
plusieurs siecles; comme la science elle-méme elle réalisera, du point de vue qui lui est propre,
des approximations de plus en plus rigoureuses de la vérité” (ibid., 65).

¥ The notion of philosophy as the handmaiden of theology comes from the Church
Fathers. See Bernard Bandoux, “Philosophia, ancilla theologiae,” Antonianum 12 (1937): 293-
326; Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University, 1956), 1:97-101. It is implied in St. Thomas’ Summa Theologiae I, q. 1, a. 5, sed
contra: “aliae scientiae dicuntur ancillae huius [i.e. theologiae].”

2 For Gilson’s classic defense of this opinion see his The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy,
trans. A. H. C. Downes (New York: Scribner’s, 1940), chaps. 1 and 2. See also his The
Philosopher and Theology, trans. Cécile Gilson (New York: Random House, 1962).

¥ Etienne Gilson, Thomism: The Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, 6th ed., trans. L. K.
Shook and A. Maurer (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2002), xiii.
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science,” which Gilson attributes to Rey by analogy with the
medieval dictum “Philosophy is the handmaiden of theology.”
The expression is unacceptable to Rey, for it implies that there is
a philosophy apart from science that could be its servant. For him,
the correct expression is absolute: “Philosophy is science,” for
there is no other philosophy than positive science.’® Nevertheless,
according to Rey, philosophy still exists, absorbed in science and
one with it, giving to the special sciences general views, broad
syntheses, a wide education and culture, without which there
would have been no science. The specialized sciences cannot
furnish them, but they must be supplied by the philosophy implied
by positive science itself.”’ Again, positive philosophy seeks to
clarify for each historical period the synthesis of knowledge and
the methods and hypotheses in use, which the scientists are the
first to feel the need of because of the specialty of their own work.
No doubt Gilson had statements like these in mind when he
attributed to Rey the expression “Philosophy is the handmaiden
of science.”

The oppositions between Gilson and Rey are clear enough.
The main irreducible opposition between their points of view,
Rey says, is that for him there are no extra-scientific questions,
“for there is no legitimate method apart from the methods of
science.” He illustrates this with the problems relating to human
destiny. These religious problems, Rey assures us, are not at all
extra-scientific; they can only be “technical applications of
scientific data. . . . Psychology, and above all sociology, sciences
of facts, exhaust for me the study of the question, and the same [is
true] for the problem of morality and the problem of knowledge.”
Positive science is formed, Rey continues, by slowly eliminating
religious myths and magic rites, rejecting everything that cannot
measure up to the demands of knowledge. The best definition of
positive science that he can give is: “It refines and unifies the
means, all the means, and the sole means, of arriving at the truth.”
From the point of view of both knowledge and action, “outside of

30 Rey, “Notes et discussions: Sur le positivisme absolu,” 66 (emphasis added).
31 Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 466.
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science there is no salvation.” This is the uncompromising
position to which Rey gives the title ‘absolute positivism’.>*

In a postscript Rey clarifies his attitude toward metaphysics.
He finds metaphysical reflection very legitimate as a form of art,
responding to our agesthetic needs, but not at all as a way of
knowing or directing our actions.”

IV. GILSON AND COMTE

Gilson devoted only a few pages in the 1909 issue of the Revue
philosophique to Rey’s absolute positivism. In the years that
followed he gave considerable attention to Auguste Comte (1798-
1857), the founder of positivism, and to the development of
absolute positivism among Comte’s followers like Abel Rey and
Emile Littré (1801-81)—a movement that in Gilson’s eyes
radically altered the founder’s ideas.™

Gilson finds two basic principles underlying Comte’s
positivism, one intellectual, the other sentimental. The first is,
“Everything is relative,” to which he adds in blatant contradiction,
“and this is the only absolute principle.”* Suggested to him by his
reading of Hume, among others, the principle expresses, for
Comte, the positive spirit inherent in the human mind. Having
passed through the theological and metaphysical stages of history,

2 Rey, “Notes et discussions,” 66 (emphasis in original).

* Tbid. (Rey’s emphasis).

** Gilson wrote extensively on Auguste Comte, including “La spécificité de la philosophie
d’apres Auguste Comte,” in Congrés des sociétés américaine, anglaise, belge, italienne et de la
société frangaise de philosophie (communications et discussions. . . 3 la Sorbonne du 27 au 31
décembre 1921) (Paris: Colin, 1921), 382-86; “Essai sur la vie intérieure,” Revue
philosophique de la France et de ’étranger 89 (1920): 23-78; “Le bilan religieux du XIXe
siecle frangais,” Foi et vie 26 (1923): 1197-1202; Les métamorphoses de la cité de Dieu
(Louvain: Publications universitaires; Paris: J. Vrin, 1952); The Unity of Philosophical
Experience (New York: Scribner’s, 1941), chap. 10; Gilson, “Auguste Comte,” in Gilson,
Langan, and Maurer, Recent Philosophy, 267-76; Choir of Muses, trans. Maisie Ward (New
York: Sheed & Ward, 1953), 103-30. For an excellent account of Comte’s philosophy see
Henri Gouhier, La jeunesse d’Auguste Comte et la formation du positivisme, 3 vols. (Paris: J.
Vrin, 1933-41).

3% “Tout est relatif, voila le seul principe absolu” (Comte, Systéme de politique positive, 4
vols. [Paris: Mathias, 1831-54[,4:11. Cited in Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés
Auguste Comte,” 363;”Auguste Comte,” 272.
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in which ideas and even things themselves were conceived as
absolute, humankind has finally reached the positive stage in
which everything is recognized as relative. This at once separates
Comte from followers like Rey and Littré,* for whom positivism
itself becomes something absolute. Thus, as we have seen, Rey can
say absolutely that philosophy is science, whereas Comte finds a
distinct role and method for philosophy. There are higher and
lower sciences for Comte, but this does not do away with the
distinctive character of his positive philosophy.

Comte’s second principle is the importance of sentiment or
affection for a complete philosophy and a happy life. “Tender
affections,” Comte writes, “are the source of the greatest
happiness.””” This includes the feminine element of humankind,
which he regarded as infinitely better than the masculine; without
it there can be no happiness. Affection introduced into Comte’s
philosophy a subjectivism which stressed the primacy of feeling
over knowledge. As we have seen, Rey also emphasized the role
of affection in his absolute positivism, but unlike Comte he did
not elevate feeling and love above knowledge, as Comte
increasingly did in the second part of his career.™

Comte’s notions of science and philosophy and their relations
derive from these two principles. Since there are no absolutes for
him (except the principle that all is relative), Rey’s absolute
statement: “Philosophy is science” would make no sense for
Comte. Although he granted no other source for the substance of
philosophy than that of science,*” he clearly distinguished between
the two by giving philosophy its own functions and method.

In Comte’s view, science studies things objectively and in
themselves. It sets up a systematic order of the sciences depending
on the greater or lesser generality of their objects. Biology, for
example, is a fundamental science because it deals with the
general fact of life, while entomology is not a fundamental science

3¢ For Littré, see Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés Auguste Comte,” 378-79;
“French Positivism,” 277 n. 14.

%7 Cited in Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés Auguste Comte,” 365.

*# Ibid., 376; Gilson, “Auguste Comte,” 275.

** Gilson, “Auguste Comte,” 268, 274.
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because the facts it studies are less general. For Comte, the order
of the sciences corresponds to the layers of reality and their
degrees of generality. Gilson calls this “perhaps the boldest
metaphysical assumption common to all the positivisms founded
on the rejection of metaphysics. They assume that there are such
things as more or less general facts, as if generality were not a
thing of the mind.”*

Among the sciences Comte found a lacuna: none deals with
social facts. To fill this void he created sociology, a ‘social physics’
that would make possible the creation of a truly organic society,
centered around the love of humanity. This positive science
became the keystone of his philosophy. The fundamental law of
sociology is the “law of the three states,” according to which all
knowledge passes through three successive stages: theological or
fictive, metaphysical or abstract, and positive or scientific. In the
present positive stage of knowledge the aim is to explain
phenomena by discovering the general laws governing them.
Unlike knowledge in the metaphysical stage, it is not a search for
causes; rather, in Gilson’s words, “it substitutes the search for
laws for the search for causes. In other words, it substitutes
science for metaphysics.”*'

We have still to see the role Comte’s positive philosophy plays
in human life. Science, the objective study of reality, is admirable
in itself, but Comte thought that the mind should go further and
consider things subjectively, that is, from the perspective of
human life and affection. It then reaches wisdom, the study of
which is traditionally called philosophy. This leaves no room in
Comte’s philosophy for pure science. He shows disgust for the
pure scientist and for “the fatal dryness that accompanies, above
all today, the scientific culture.”*

The need for philosophy was evident to Comte. Science tends
to multiply and specialize, with the result that it is incapable of
offering a system of ideas that would give unity to our intellectual
life. Positivism brings together the general conclusions of the

* Thid., 269.

4 Ibid., 272.
* Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés Auguste Comte,” 377 n. 2.
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sciences and gives a systematic interpretation of the world.* Far
from being reduced to science, positivist philosophy absorbs it,
dictates to it, and judges it, for the regeneration and unity of
society.* This leads Gilson to the important conclusion that
Comte’s positivism, unlike that of Rey, is not ‘a mere scientism’.*

Comte was living in the aftermath of the French Revolution of
1789 and saw the need of restoring order and unity in society. For
this, he thought a positive system of ideas was needed, but above
all an awakening of sentiment and universal love for humankind.
Previously these were fostered by Christianity, but with its decline
he thought a new religion without God was needed, which he
aspired to provide with a religion of humanity. The worship of
man was to substitute for the worship of God; and there would be
“a City of Man, a positivist duplicate of the Christian City of
God, including a High Priest and a positivist clergy.”*

Writing in the review Foi et vie in 1920, only two years after
the greatest massacre of the human race in history, in which
Gilson himself had suffered, he pointed out the failure of Comte’s
new religion of humanity. Comte acknowledged the need of a
faith and religion, based not on a transcendent object, like the
Christian God, but on an object of our own making, namely, the
love of humanity. But Gilson retorts that the events of the last few
years (i.e., the First World War) convinced us that faith and
religion can only be nourished by an object transcending not only
man but humanity. After the war, how laughable it is to expect us
to adore ourselves!*’

* Gilson, “Auguste Comte,” 268-69.

4 Ibid., 274-75.

# Ibid., 273.

*1bid., 275; Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés Auguste Comte,” 376. Gilson
treats of this theme, which he calls “the profound aspiration” of Comte’s positivist doctrine,
in Les métamorphoses de la cité de Dieu, 248.

* Gilson, “Le bilan religieux du XIXe siécle francais,” 1200. I wish to thank Richard J.
Fafara for this reference and his comment on it in his “Gilson and Gouhier: Approaches to
Malebranche,” in A Thomistic Tapestry: Essays in Memory of Etienne Gilson, ed. Peter A.
Redpath, Value Inquiry Book Series 142 (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2003), 107-55.
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Abel Rey, like other followers of Comte, refused to accept his
new positive religion, regarding it as a failure.*® Nevertheless, as
we have seen, Rey insisted on the importance of religious
sentiment for its social value. He envisaged “a general protection
of religious tendencies in the name of social needs, which
amounted to a positive use of religions.” He thought that none of
the current religions would gain worldwide acceptance. Rather,
they would gradually lose their force, and religion might become
apurely individual affair, “an entirely personal culture,” an object
of study by psychology and sociology.*

In Gilson’s view, this is a decline from the partial scientism of
Comte to pure scientism and in fact to the end of positivism as a
philosophy:

Hence scientism and so-called absolute positivism, which make the content of
philosophy coincide with the content of science, mark the necessary ending of
the historical breakup of Comtism. At the precise moment when philosophy not
only refuses to lay claim to a power of knowing transcending that of science, but
even refuses to be only a human wisdom that actively intervenes in our
knowledge in order to arrange it in view of our needs and to submit it to the
demands of our interior perfection, philosophy as such surrenders into the hands
of science and at that moment ceases to exist. . . . absolute positivism is the
absolute negation of positivism.”

V. GILSON AND PHILOSOPHY

Many of the ideas of Comte and his immediate followers live
on in logical positivism and logical empiricism, and they are still
widely influential among contemporary philosophers and scien-

* Rey, “Vers le positivisme absolu,” 474.

* Ibid., 477.

30 “Le scientisme et le positivisme dit absolu, qui font coincider le contenu de la
philosophie avec le contenu de la science, marquent donc le point d’aboutissement nécessaire
de la décomposition historique du comtisme. Au moment précis ot la philosophie, non
seulement refuse de s’arroger un pouvoir de connaitre transcendant a celui de la science, mais
renonce méme 3 n’étre qu’une sagesse humaine qui intervienne activement dans nos
connaissances pour les ordonner en vue de nos besoins et les soumettre aux exigences de notre
perfectionnement intérieur, la philosophie comme telle abdique entre les mains de la science,
et cesse au méme moment d’exister. . . . le positivisme absolu est la négation absolue du
positivisme” (Gilson, “La spécificité de la philosophie d’aprés Auguste Comte,” 380).
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tists. Among these are the notions that the scientific method is the
only means of reaching the truth, that philosophy (if admitted at
all) is inextricably bound up with science and emerges from it, and
that theology and metaphysics belong to ages long past and have
no place in the modern world as purveyors of the truth.”!

What is at stake here for Gilson is the integrity and specificity
of philosophy in relation to science—in short, the existence of
philosophy itself. Is philosophy a specific discipline with its own
object and method, or is its content and method identical with
those of science? These are problems he takes up in Methodical
Realism, when he treats of the specific nature of the philosophic
order.*?

Is it not reasonable, Gilson argues, that, since the objects of the
various sciences and philosophy are different, they should have
different methods? Rather than speaking, with Descartes, of the
method of seeking the truth, should we not speak of the methods?
He writes:

The mathematical method corresponds with the order of abstract quantity; even
so it has to diversify itself according to whether it is dealing with continuous or
discontinuous quantity, with geometry or with arithmetic. The physical order has
its method, because it has to study the movement and properties of inorganic
bodies. The biological order requires still another method, because it tackles the
study of organized beings, and so on for psychology, morality, and sociology.”

The sciences study the various modes of being, while
metaphysics studies “being in itself, in its essence and in its
properties. It is the science of being as being,” so it is natural that
it should have its own method, distinct from those of the sciences.
Metaphysics is necessary, Gilson writes,

*! In a recent work Joseph Margolis says, “Scientism remains the most salient vision of the
whole of analytic philosophy,” adding “which is no closer now to being vindicated than it was
a hundred years ago” (Joseph Margolis, The Unravelling of Scientism [Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2003], 11). For Margolis, any philosophy is marked by scientism that
advocates the use of a single method. Thus Cartesianism is an example of scientism.

2 Etienne Gilson, Methodical Realism, trans. Philip Trower (Front Royal, Va.:
Christendom Press, 1990), 81-107.

3 1bid., 99-100.
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[For] over and above the problems which the different modes of being raise,
there is the problem raised by being itself; not, how do such and such things
exist, but what is existence? In what does it consist? Why is there existence at all,
seeing that the existence we directly know does not seem to have in itself a
sufficient reason for its existence? ls it necessary or contingent? And if it is
contingent, does it not postulate a necessary existence as its cause and
explanation?**

Throughout his career as a philosopher, metaphysics with its
many problems was Gilson’s dominant preoccupation. His
numerous books and articles devoted to metaphysics give witness
to his love of the subject and to his conviction that Aristotle was
right in calling it the primary philosophy and human wisdom par
excellence. So intent was Gilson on the cultivation of this wisdom
that some have thought, or at least, suspected, that he equated
philosophy with metaphysics.”

In fact, Gilson recognized a philosophy of nature, or what he
calls “the philosophy of the science of nature” in his book on final
causality and evolution.’® Unlike Jacques Maritain and many other
Thomists, he did not think the philosophy of nature should be
conceived as a philosophical discipline formally distinct from
mathematics, the natural sciences or physics, and metaphysics.®”
Rather, it is the wisdom that probes the principles of the sciences
and takes up problems encountered in them but beyond the range
of the sciences themselves. Scientists are best qualified to engage
in these pursuits, and in fact some feel impelled to do so, but then
they do not speculate as scientists but as philosophers. This is the

** Ibid., 106-7.

*’ For example, Mortimer J. Adler, “Problems for Thomists, 2,” The Thomist 2 (1940):
253 n. 219; John M. Quinn, The Thomism of Etienne Gilson: A Critical Study (Villanova:
Villanova University Press, 1971), 18-20.

% Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again: A Journey in Final Causality, Species,
and Evolution, trans. John Lyon (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984),
Xix, 16.

*7 For Maritain, the distinction between science and the philosophy of science results from
two specifically distinct types of the analysis of sensible reality, empiriological in the first case
and ontological in the second (Jacques Maritain, Philosophy of Nature, trans. Imelda C. Byrne
[New York: Philosophical Library, 1951], 73-74). Only in the seventeenth century was this
distinction clearly made with the Galileo-Cartesian revolution. See Jacques Maritain, “The
Conflict of Methods at the End of the Middle Ages,” The Thomist 3 (1941): 527-38.
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case with the principle of final causality in nature, which “belongs
to the philosophy of the science of nature.”*® What Gilson seems
to have in mind is not simply Comte’s higher and lower levels of
science, the philosophy of nature being the highest and most
general, but a discipline emerging from science but using a
philosophic method to examine subjects beyond the reach of
science. This carries the philosophy of nature beyond Abel Rey’s
absorption of philosophy in science and Comte’s conception of
positive philosophy.

Gilson says little about the philosophy of nature in his
published works. However, he talks briefly about it in his
unpublished lectures “In Quest of Species,” given in Toronto in
1972.% In the second lecture he says:

I have nothing against the project of a philosophy of nature, for there can be a
philosophy of everything. Every time you push up to the generalities and
principles of some discipline you reach its philosophy, but the philosophy of a
discipline is part of that discipline as being its crowning part. So, if there is a
philosophy of nature, since the science of nature is physics, that philosophy
should be conceived as the crowning part of physics.

In the twilight of Gilson’s life he wrote several works critical
of positivism or scientism. Among these works is his book on
modern linguistics: Linguistics and Philosophy.*° In this work he
records the attempt of linguists like Ferdinand de Saussure to
make a rigorous science of linguistics, avoiding all philosophical
commitments: what Gilson calls “linguistic positivism.” He
contends that linguistics cannot do without philosophy, because
in reality language is meaningful, and meaning cannot be

8 Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again, 16. It should be noted that, since the
philosophy of nature, as Gilson conceived it, is a part of physics, it cannot have the full
autonomy of philosophy as described in Methodical Realism. Metaphysics alone would seem
to measure up to this independence. Nevertheless, the philosophy of nature has its own object
and method.

*? For these lectures, see above n. 3.

& Etienne Gilson, Linguistics and Philosophy: An Essay on the Philosophical Constants of
Language, trans. John Lyon (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988). See
Armand Maurer, “Gilson on Linguistics and the Philosophy of Language,” Doctor Communis
38, no. 1 (1985): 335-44.
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understood without taking into account thought, which is an
immaterial and metaphysical factor.®’

Gilson also opposed modern scientism in his book on final
causality and evolution: From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again.
From the start he takes a stand against scientism in modern
biology. A modern biologist who is a pure mechanist, he says,
declares that it is scientific to exclude final causality from the
explanation of living beings, because it cannot be integrated into
his research. It is a fact, however, that the parts of a living
organism act for an end, and hence there is final causality or
teleology in nature. “[I]t is difficult,” Gilson remarks, “to speak
of the function of an organ or of a tissue without dangerously
brushing against the idea of a natural teleology.”** He writes:

The pure mechanist in biology is a man whose entire activity has as its end the
discovery of the “how” of the vital operations in plants and animals. Looking for
nothing else, he sees nothing else, and since he cannot integrate other things in
his research, he denies their existence. This is why he sincerely denies the
existence, however evident, of final causality.*®

Gilson’s purpose is not to make final causality a scientific
notion but “a philosophical inevitability and, consquently, a
constant of biophilosophy, or philosophy of life.”**

Thus, from his first published article in 1909 to his last works,
Gilson was a critic of positivism and its implied scientism. At stake
was no less than the existence of philosophy itself as a specific
mental discipline. Contrary to Abel Rey, he insisted that
philosophy is not identical with science but has its own object and
method, distinct from those of the sciences. Using its own
method, it is able to solve weighty problems and to delve into
mysteries that would elude the sciences. Not that philosophers
should separate themselves from the sciences; rather, they should
avail themselves of their data, which they can use for philosophy’s
own enrichment. Scientists for their part should turn to

$! Gilson, Linguistics and Philosophy, 69, 87.

¢ Gilson, From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again, 11.
¢ Tbid.

 Ibid., xix.
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philosophy when faced with questions lying beyond their
competence.

Gilson’s defense of philosophy as a specific rational mode of
inquiry extends, beyond its relation to science, to that of theology.

It does not come within the scope of this essay to examine
Gilson’s notion of Christian philosophy—an expression, he said
in later years, “which some wrongly imagine I like, whereas all I
like is the right to use it.”® (A surprising statement indeed, in
view of his defense of Christian philosophy in his Gifford
lectures!) He did not think that when philosophy is used as a
handmaiden of theology it is absorbed by theology so as to lose its
integrity and rationality and to become indistinguishable from it.
He insisted that it is appropriate to speak of the philosophy of
Thomas Aquinas, even when it lives in its fullness within his
theology. In the sixth and final edition of his Le thomisme (1986)
he continued to emphasize the essentially theological character of
Thomas’s teaching because it is directed to a theological end, but
he added: “I maintain more than ever that his theology by its very
nature includes not only in fact but necessarily a strictly rational
philosophy. To deny this would be like denying that stones are
real stones just because they are used to build a cathedral.”*®
Commenting on Pope Leo XIII’s description in Aeterni Patris of
philosophy’s role in theology as a “way of philosophizing” (genus
philosophandi), he asserts:

[T]he philosophizing that reason is here doing is indeed philosophy. . . . In all
that falls under its competence, let philosophy follow its own method, use its
own principles and its own methods of demonstration. . . . In this religious use
of reason, philosophy should be present such as it is in itself, or otherwise the
Christian could not really use it.*”

5 Gilson, Thomism: The Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, xiv.

¢ Ibid., xiii. For the nature of Thomistic philosophy and its direction to theological ends,
see ibid., 1-37, especially 9.

7 Gilson, The Philosopher and Theology, 190-91.
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Hence in its relation to theology, as well as in its relation to
science, Gilson guarded the integrity and rationality of
philosophy. It was in defense of philosophy in this sense that he
set his face against absolute positivism in his youthful essay on
Abel Rey and continued to criticize the positivism of Auguste
Comite and his followers throughout his long career.
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the domain of proportionate being without con-

demning it to mere matters of fact without explana-

tion and so stripping it of knowledge not only of transcendent but
also of proportionate being.”" Those who take their inspiration
from Bernard Lonergan’s philosophical method for its ability to
shed light on the problems of human knowing and living are as it
were obligated to come to terms with this statement from Insight.
What Lonergan is in effect saying is that, sooner or later, one
must raise the question of God. At least in the speculative domain,
the inquiry into human understanding terminates in the
affirmation of an unrestricted act of understanding that no human
knower can identify with her own developing understanding, but
that she must affirm in order to make sense of her own limited
acts of understanding. Because this unrestricted act of
understanding would have to be the understanding of everything
about everything, Lonergan identifies it with the idea of being, for
an idea is the content of an act of understanding.” Such an idea
and its corresponding act of understanding, because it would be

144 ONE CANNOT CONFINE human knowledge within

! Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Insight: A Study of Human Understanding, 5™ edition, vol. 3 of
Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan, ed. Frederick E. Crowe and Robert M. Doran (Toronto
and Buffalo: Published for Lonergan Research Institute of Regis College, Toronto, by
University of Toronto Press, 1992), 676.

21bid., 667.
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the understanding of being in all its universality and concreteness,
would have to be absolutely unconditioned and unlimited. Such
an intelligence could only be what men in all ages have called
‘God’.?

Lonergan aligns his approach to the problem of God (at least
in Insight) with the five ways of Thomas Aquinas. He identifies
the unrestricted act of understanding with Aquinas’s ipsum
intelligere, one of the primary attributes of the First Uncaused
Cause who is affirmed at the end of Aquinas’s demonstrations for
the existence of God. Lonergan acknowledges the Thomist debate
over whether being or intelligence is logically prior in Aquinas’s
conception of God and firmly places his interpretation on the side
of the primacy of the act of intelligence.* I do not intend here to
enter into this debate. However, I shall attempt to show that
Aquinas’s method of arriving at the affirmation of God is guided
every step of the way by the demands of intelligence in such a way
that the final product of the affirmation must be thought to be the
intelligent ground of all finite intelligence and intelligibility in the
same way that Lonergan’s unrestricted act of understanding
grounds the intelligibility of the real. In effect I shall be
challenging the wusual distinction made between the
Aristotelian/Thomistic physical or cosmological affirmation of a
first cause and Lonergan’s own method of delving deeper and
deeper into the demands of intelligence in order to arrive at what
he calls ‘general transcendent knowledge’.’

* Such is the general argument, drastically abbreviated, of the penultimate chapter of
Insight, entitled “General Transcendent Knowledge.” The final chapter, “Special Transcendent
Knowledge,” lays out the heuristic structure of a possible supernatural revelation.

* Bernard J. F. Lonergan et al., Understanding and Being: The Halifax Lectures on Insight,
2d edition, vol. 5 of Collected Works of Bernard Lonergan (Toronto and Buffalo: Published
for Lonergan Research Institute of Regis College, Toronto, by University of Toronto Press,
1990), 240-41.

’ Lonergan himself claims that the “two processes are equivalent” (ibid., 240). Frederick
Crowe, one of Lonergan’s foremost interpreters, distinguishes Lonergan’s approach as
‘transcendental’ in contrast to the traditional ‘cosmological’ approach of Aquinas. See
Frederick E. Crowe, “Lonergan’s Thoughts on Ultimate Reality and Meaning,” in idem,
Appropriating the Lonergan Idea (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1989), 71-105. I will argue that Lonergan’s approach simply makes explicit what is
implicit in Aquinas’s five ways.
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This paper will follow the general lines of Aquinas’s argument
in the five ways as well as its presuppositions (without entering
into the particularities of any of the five ways themselves) in order
to show how the demands of intelligence and intelligibility lead
Aquinas to the affirmation of a first uncaused cause of being. In
doing so, Aquinas is in effect arguing for the speculative necessity
of raising the question of God.°

I would like to show that Lonergan’s method of inquiry after
God essentially corresponds to Aquinas’s own procedure, as there
has been some recent concern that Lonergan’s ‘transcendental’
approach to the question of God (and more generally, the
question of being) cannot get us to the classical First Uncaused
Cause of Thomist metaphysics.” I shall show how Aquinas’s
metaphysical assent to God’s existence is itself an expression of a
quest after the complete intelligibility of being, so that Lonergan’s
approach in chapter 19 of Insight can really be understood as a
reflection upon the intellectual operations that gave rise to this
affirmation of God as first cause.

I shall begin with the fact of the intellect’s openness to all
reality and all truth evidenced in the wonder that is inspired in it.
This wonder on the part of the human spirit, recognized by
Aristotle and Aquinas and identical to what Lonergan calls the
pure and unrestricted desire to know, necessarily becomes an
inquiry into causes or explanatory principles. This inquiry,

¢ The philosophical question of God—at least as a being who is totally other than finite
being—cannot be framed adequately until one has succeeded in rising to the affirmation of
a first uncaused cause of being. Until then, any notion of what one means by God risks being
conflated with the immanence of human reason. I have discussed this issue in my doctoral
dissertation especially in relation to Hegel (A. Jaramillo, The Tozal Transcendence of the
Infinite in Thomas Aquinas [Ph.D. diss., Boston College, 2005]). I have entitled this paper
“The Necessity of Raising the Question of God” rather than “The Necessity of Affirming the
Existence of God” precisely because I would like to draw attention to the genesis of the idea
of God from intelligence’s immanent dynamism in its encounter with the data of experience.
The first expression of this dynamism is always a question, not a judgment. This is Lonergan’s
argument in Insight. For an opposing view, which insists on the primacy of judgment, see
Frederick E. Wilhelmsen, Being and Knowing: Reflections of a Thomist (Albany, N.Y.:
Preserving Christian Publications, 1991).

7 See John F. X. Knasas, “Transcendental Thomism: A Metaphysical Assessment,”
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 64 (1995): 15-28.
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founded in the wonder that gives rise to philosophy, is intelligent
and reasonable, and therefore structures itself into the quest after
more and more universal principles of explanation for the beings
it knows. In order to be true to its own rationality, this quest must
terminate not arbitrarily, but necessarily at a first universal
principle of being that is the explanatory principle of all things.
Here I shall consider Lonergan’s reflections on causality in order
to make more clear the necessity of arriving at a first uncaused
cause (in Lonergan’s terminology, the formally unconditioned).
Finally, as an afternote of sorts, I shall acknowledge the practical
and existential turn of contemporary philosophy,® and show that
the necessity of the question of God, while truly one in the
speculative or theoretical order, has certain existential or practical
preconditions that must be met in order for the question
adequately to be raised.

I conclude this way in order to show that I am sensitive to the
fact that the question of God—at least as the intelligible ground
of being—is in fact one that is no longer commonly raised in a
speculative context. [ shall attempt to give some reasons for the
divergence between the de jure and the de facto prominence of the
question in human rational endeavor. This aspect of the question
of the necessity of raising the question of God is one that neither
Agquinas nor Lonergan neglected.

This article intends to contribute to the ongoing effort to bring
both Aquinas and Lonergan into dialogue with contemporary
trends in philosophy and theology, especially in the case where
epistemological and ontological ‘foundationalism’ has been
rejected. In an article critical of Lonergan’s demonstration for the
existence of God, R. M. Burns defines foundationalism as “the
traditional attempt to conceive of knowledge as necessarily
grounded in absolutely self-evident or purely given foundations
whether of a rationalist, empiricist, or Kantian-transcendentalist

8 For the primacy of the existential in contemporary philosophy, see Bernard J. F.
Lonergan, “The Subject,” in idem, A Second Collection, ed. William J. F. Ryan and Bernard
J. Tyrrell (repr.; Toronto: Published for Lonergan Research Institute of Regis College,
Toronto, by University of Toronto Press, 1996), 79-84.
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kind.”” It is clear from Burn’s article that he believes that
Lonergan’s philosophical project falls under this label, and he
argues that such a project is ultimately untenable and that the
quest after complete intelligibility in the universe is a fool’s
errand. In contrast, Burns proposes that it is a kind of
philosophical faith, or Grundvertrauen, that founds the epistemo-
logical enterprise and resists the attempt of human beings to
overcome all facticity by illuminating the foundations of reason
itself with the light of intelligence. Consequently, he takes issue
with Lonergan’s (as well as Aquinas’s) characterization of God as
the ground of intelligibility, and even goes so far as to propose an
alternative theology in which unlimited divine intelligence is
rejected in favor of an unconscious or nonintelligible abyss at the
core of the Godhead, reminiscent of Gnosticizing trends in both
antiquity and modernity. "

Much contemporary theology as well is committedly
‘antifoundationalist’, even in its foremost proponents of
speculative theology, in the sense that the fundamental role of a
rational metaphysics for theology is denied. With respect to
Lonergan, this often presents itself as a critique of his
methodological ‘transcendentalism’.'’ This seems to be the
position of John Milbank, the founding father of ‘Radical
Orthodoxy’, who takes issue with the “anthropological starting

’ R. M. Burns, “Bernard Lonergan’s Proof of the Existence and Nature of God,” Modern
Theology 32 (1987): 153. Another interpreter of Lonergan, more sympathetic to Lonergan’s
philosophy of religion, defines foundationalism as “the view that knowledge requires some
theoretical grounds for its justification” (Jim Kanaris, “Lonergan and Contemporary
Philosophy of Religion,” in Deane-Peter Baker and Patrick Maxwell, eds., Explorations in
Contemporary Continental Philosophy of Religion [Amsterdam and New York: Editions
Rodopi, B.V., 2003]).

10 For an illuminating study of this trend, see Cyril O’Regan, Gnostic Return in Modernity
(Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 2001). O’Regan locates gnostic trends in thinkers as disparate as
Boehme, Schelling, Hegel, and Altizer.

" Lonergan defines a method as transcendental when it “considers the operations of the
intellect and will, whose objects are transcendental” (“The Method of Theology,” notes for
lectures delivered in Latin at the Gregorian University, Rome, under the title De methodo
theologiae [1962; unpublished translation produced in Toronto at the Lonergan Research
Institute in 1990], 7-8). The text also presents Lonergan’s concise and useful comparison of
his transcendental approach with Kantan transcendentalism.
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point” of a thinker like Lonergan, particularly with respect to the
latter’s interpretation of Aquinas.'”? Milbank and his colleague
Catherine Pickstock go so far as to suggest that while Aquinas may
have perceived his metaphysics of creation as “universally available
to rightly-directed reason,” it is actually “rooted in the Biblical
tradition.”” This contrast between the logic of creation as the
“transcendental possibility of a negative specification of the un-
known” and creation as a grammar that is “the explication of
culturally-specific meaning-presuppositions” causes Milbank to be
highly suspicious of the project of ‘natural’ or philosophical
theology.

This preference for grounding reason or intelligence in that
which is nonrational or nonintelligent is a trend so pervasive in
contemporary philosophy and theology that it would take several
books to treat the variety of objections raised against the viability
of ‘natural theology’ or ‘philosophy of God’.'* I shall limit my
efforts to showing exactly how both Aquinas and Lonergan held
that, in the case of knowledge of God’s existence, scientia, which
normally requires insight into its first principles,” is possible,
although in fact it is rarely realized. 1 shall also show how
especially Lonergan’s particular way of grounding human specu-
lative endeavor tends to escape the criticisms leveled at classical
foundationalisms. I acknowledge the main insight of the anti-
foundationalist trend in theological thinking by arguing for the
existential necessity of religious conversion for an affirmation of
God and the theological context (in the strong sense of revelation)
in which such an affirmation usually takes place. However, I hold

2 John Milbank, “Critique of Theology of Right,” in idem, The Word Made Strange
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 15.

B Ibid., 13.

! For a thorough-going treatment of the question of Lonergan’s philosophy of God and
the question of foundationalism, see Ulf Jonsson, Foundations for Knowing God: Bernard
Lonergan’s Foundations for Knowledge of God and the Challenge from Antifoundationalism
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1999).

" The exception being ‘subalternate’ sciences, whose first principles are taken from a
higher science, the principles of which are per se known to it. See Aquinas’s discussion of
sacred doctrine as a subalternate science in the first question of the Summa Theologiae (STh
Lq1,a2).
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firmly to the de jure integrity of the philosophical pursuit of
complete intelligibility, in the sense that this quest’s crowning
affirmation of God does not depend upon revealed truth or
“culturally-specific meanings” for its intrinsic intelligibility. In so
doing, I am arguing for the viability of the Aristotelian ideal of
scientia for our knowledge of God, an ideal transposed by
Lonergan into modern terms by his focus on method.

I. FROM WONDER TO THE INQUIRY AFTER CAUSES

The treatment of the question of God in terms of a First Cause
has fallen into disfavor in contemporary philosophy.'® As James
Collins has suggested,'” contemporary phenomenology considers
itself to be a purely descriptive, noninferential science that does
not inquire into the causes of the phenomena in question.
Accordingly, contemporary phenomenology of religion seems to
want to dispense with the ‘ways’ or demonstrations favored by
Aquinas and to focus on immediate religious or even theological
experience.’® While this is not the place to balance one method
against the other, we must begin our inquiry into the necessity of
the question of God with an apology for the way it appears in
Aquinas’s work, that is, as a question that is necessitated by the
way of causality. We can do this by showing how the inquiry after
causes begins in a phenomenon that is itself distinctly human.

Aristotle’s Metaphysics famously begins by stating that all men
by nature desire to know." Aquinas comments that the desire to
know follows from everyday experience, for men begin to
philosophize when they are struck by the things around them:
“perplexity and wonder arise from ignorance. For when we see
certain obvious effects whose cause we do not know, we wonder

16 For a representative of this critique see Jean-Luc Marion, God without Being (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1991).

17 James Collins, God in Modern Philosophy (Chicago: H. Regnery Co., 1959).

18 See Marion, God without Being. Marion belongs to the Heideggerian tradition’s move
away from the propositional forms of truth (assertion, inference, etc.) towards a theory of
truth as disclosure.

 Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.980a22-980a27 (trans. W. D. Ross, in The Complete Works of
Aristotle, v. 2 [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984], 1552).
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about their cause.”” ‘Effects’ that are ‘manifest’ in our experience
naturally strike us as fascinating. The ignorance of which Aristotle
and Aquinas speak is not a dumb opacity before the phenomena,
but the human potency for knowing that is identical with a
questioning spirit. This wonder or admiratio is not some rarified
experience but is common to the poets or myth-makers (in
Aristotle’s mind, nontheoretical types) as well:

Since wonder was the motive which led men to philosophy, it is evident that the
philosopher is, in a sense, a philomyth, i.e., a lover of myth, as is characteristic
of the poets. Hence the first men to deal with the principles of things in a
mythical way, such as Perseus and certain others who were the seven sages, were
called the theologizing poets. Now the reason why the philosopher is compared
to the poet is that both are concerned with wonders. For the myths with which
the poets deal are composed of wonders, and the philosophers themselves were
moved to philosophize as a result of wonder.?!

Human intelligence, whether in its poetic or theoretical mode,**
is activated by the fascination of being. The intellectual event of
wonder, which gives rise to questioning, is in some sense common
to all persons endowed with imagination and intelligence.
Experience, especially new and puzzling experience, gives rise to
a desire to explain the obscure, to illuminate the principia rerum,
to penetrate the givenness of experience with the light of
understanding. Admiration and wonder are not givens in sense
experience. They are rather the effect of intelligence’s interplay
with such experience. One might venture to say that wonder is the
affective aspect of the experience of intelligence itself.

The philosophical quest begins in wonder at existence; it sets
the dynamism of the intellect on its way to convert admiratio et
ignorantia into scientia et sapientia, which are the ends of the
intellect. Now, the way to achieve a desired end is not through

2 Aquinas, 1 Metaphys., lect. 3 (John P. Rowan, trans., Commentary on Aristotle’s
Metaphysics [Notre Dame, Ind.: Dumb Ox Books, 1995], 19).

2 Ibid. (Rowan, trans., 19).

* For the differentiations of consciousness, see Lonergan, Insight, 204-12, where he
examines the different ways in which human experience is patterned. See also Bernard J. F.
Lonergan, Method in Theology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1971), 81-99, where
he discusses ‘stages of meaning” and ‘realms of meaning’.
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some haphazard succession of activity, but through a determinate
series of mediate operations. In the case of the intellectual desire
ignited by admiratio, what is called for is an engagement in an
ordered series of questions that inquire into the grounds for the
phenomena of experience. The dynamism of the intellect mani-
fests itself as an inquiry after causes:

Man has a natural desire to know the causes of whatever he sees: wherefore
through wondering at what they saw, and being ignorant of its cause, men first
began to philosophize, and when they had discovered the cause they were at rest.
Nor do they cease inquiring until they come to the first cause; and then do we
deem ourselves to know perfectly when we know the first cause. Therefore man
naturally desires, as his last end, to know the first cause.”

In this particular passage, Aquinas speaks about knowledge of the
first cause as also the final end of human life, such that knowledge
of this cause would be closely linked to appropriating the meaning
of existence.” Human reason inquires after causes in order to cast
light on the experience of a wondering mind; causes are multiple,
but the inquiry cannot stop until the first cause has been
discovered. This first cause must be considered not simply as the
first of a series of causes, but also as the most universal of causes.
Intelligence inquires after particular causes in the particular
sciences, where being presents itself under some particular aspect.
However, while each of these sciences converts adweiratio into
scientia about some particular aspect of the experience of being by
investigating its causes, only the science that asks about being as
being can reach to the primary cause of wonder in itself. As we
shall see, this primary cause must be considered to be the first
cause of the intelligibility of phenomena®” as well as of the
phenomena themselves.” This amounts to asking about the
universal cause of everything, the cause that not only accounts for

B Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles 111, c. 25 (Vernon J. Bourke, trans., Summa contra
Gentiles, Book Three: Providence, Part I [Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press,
1975], 101; translation modified).

** For the existential implications of the unrestricted desire to know, the inquiry after
causes, and the quest after complete intelligibility, see section IV, below.

¥ That s, their relation to intellect.
2 See below, section IT1.
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particular phenomena, but also that accounts for there being
anything at all for us to wonder about.

It is in this ‘accounting’ that we can find the importance of
asking about causes. For Aristotle and Aquinas, causality is not
just a matter of necessary connection among phenomena or
events. A ‘necessary connection’ could be understood merely as a
fact, even if a necessary fact. Nonetheless, the ‘necessity’ would
remain opaque to the understanding, something that would still
inspire admiratio. Rather than resting in brute matter-of-factness,
the classical ideal of science, explained in Aristotle’s Posterior
Analytics and practiced in the Metaphysics, seeks the full
intelligibility of beings as given in experience (of matters of fact)
through causes. Human beings look for causes because the cause
is thought of as being more intelligible in itself, for the cause
accounts for the being of the effect, not vice-versa. This is why
wisdom, the most explanatory of the intellectual virtues and the
one that orders all things,”” concerns itself with the inquiry after
causes: “Since the certitude of science is acquired by the intellect
knowing causes, a knowledge of causes seems to be intellectual in
the highest degree. Hence that science which considers first causes
also seems to be the ruler of the others in the highest degree.”®
The inquiry after causes is for the sake of a more and more
penetrating understanding of reality, of the things that we know
through experience. Causes give us not only sufficient reason for
the fact that something is; they also give us insight into how and
why something is the way it is. As human knowledge begins in
questioning, the types of questions that arise will heuristically
determine the types of causes that may be known. But we do not
ask only whether something is so, but also why it is so. Reason
seeks the truth in its totality, and therefore perseveres until it
discovers a first cause that could account for why things are as
they are.”

¥ In Metaphys., prologue. See also ScG I, c. 1.

® In Metaphys., prologue.

* Tt can be argued that in his inquiry after the meaning of being Heidegger rejected the
way of causality because he interpreted it according to the reduction by the modern
rationalists of causality to the a priori principle of sufficient reason. For a classical presentation
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The wonder that manifests itself in philosophical inquiry is
indeed the desire to know everything; however this “desire to
know everything” must be qualified in light of a proper under-
standing of what science or scientific knowledge means for
Aristotle. In Aristotelian science, knowledge of causes is the
defining feature of wisdom, for the illumination of being belongs
to the knowledge of all things through their causes. In contrast,
this “knowing of all things” that belongs to wisdom does not
include exhaustive knowledge of particulars; for, as there are or
could be an infinite number of singular things, it is impossible to
comprehend them: “In general we all consider those especially to
be wise who know all things, as the case demands, without having
a knowledge of every singular thing. For this is impossible, since
singular things are infinite in number, and an infinite number of
things cannot be comprehended by the intellect.”*® The desire to
know all singulars could be better characterized as curiosity.
Indeed, it is for the intellectual vice of curiosity, a prurient
obsession with the aesthetically interesting, that St. Augustine
condemns himself in the Confessions,’” and not for the wonder at
God’s transcendence and paradoxical omnipresence which opens
the work.>>

of this principle, see René Descartes, “Replies to First Set of Objections,” in The Philosophical
Writings of Descartes, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984}, 78: “[T]he light
of nature does establish that if anything exists we may always ask why it exists; that is, we may
inquire into its efficient cause, or , if it does not have one, we may demand why it does not
need one.” For Heidegger’s critique of the principle of sufficient reason, see Martin
Heidegger, The Principle of Reason, trans. Reginald Lilly (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana
University Press, 1991). Descartes’s principle of sufficient reason as the inteflectual ground of
causality is clearly a priori. For Aquinas, on the other hand, first principles are learned through
concrete sense experience, even though the light by which they are apprehended is innate
(Super Boethium de Trinitate, q. 3, a. 1, ad 4).

301 Metaphys., lect. 2.

3! Confessions 10: “There are many respects, in tiny and contemptible matters, where our
curiosity is provoked every day . . . it distracts me perhaps indeed from thinking out some
weighty matter” (Augustine, Cosnfessions, trans. Henry Chadwick [Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 19917, 212).

32 Confessions 1: “Why do I request you to come to me when, unless you were within me,
I would have no being atall? . . . Who then are you, my God? . .. Most high, utterly good,
utterly powerful, most omnipotent, most merciful and most just, deeply hidden yet most
present . . .” (Chadwick trans., 4).
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The contrast that Aquinas makes between knowledge of
principles and causes, on the one hand, and knowledge of
particulars, on the other, leads us to suspect that the first cause
cannot be conceived as merely one being, albeit the first, among
many. Wisdom belongs to the one who knows the highest causes
because they are in some way non-particular; they possess a
universality in terms of explanatory power. There has to be some-
thing universal about a cause that accounts for a plurality and
diversity of facts. For the more universal (‘higher’) the cause, the
more beings is it able to comprehend under its power. The first
cause as most universal would have to be able to account for all
beings, and perhaps for being itself in its commonality.’?

In seeking the first universal cause as explanatory of the
phenomena of experience, the mind inquires after that which may
exceed finite powers of knowing, but nonetheless is more
intelligible than that for which it accounts.” The perfection of the
intellect consists, not in the (impossible) traversal of an infinite
series of singulars, but in the act of beholding some principle that
would comprehend the 7ationes of all things, including those of
all particulars, under its power.

The natural desire of the rational creature is to know everything that belongs to
the perfection of the intellect, namely, the species and the genera of things and

3 We draw this distinction because of Aquinas’s tendency to think of God as the creator
not only of esse and therefore of all particular beings, but of common being as esse cum
ordine, so that the order of the universe can be considered to be the primary effect of God (In
De Div. nom., c. 7, lect. 4; ScG I, c. 42). Crowe claims that, unlike classical causal
demonstrations for the existence of God, Lonergan’s transcendental approach to the
affirmation of God can countenance the break, occasioned by the development of modern
science, between empirical causality (immanent causes and correlations) and metaphysical
(extrinsic) causality. On this account, God is no longer used to explain phenomena in the
world and their operations, which must be explained by an immanent explanatory scheme.
God is rather the explanation of the world itself, of reality or being (Crowe, “Lonergan’s
Thoughts on Ultimate Reality and Meaning”). I would say that this is an extension of
Aquinas’s own conception of the distinction between particular and universal causes, especially
his insistence that the first cause causes not only the being but the operative potency of the
second cause. Therefore immanent causes are causes only because their causality is caused by
a transcendent principle. See note 38, below. Cf. note 37 for Lonergan’s discussion of this
problem.

#*S8Th1q.12,a. 1.
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their types, and these everyone who sees the Divine essence will see in God. But
to know other singulars, their thoughts and their deeds does not belong to the
perfection of the created intellect nor does its natural desire go out to these
things.*

As we can see from this passage, Aquinas equates this principle of
explanation with God. It may be too precipitate for us to accept
this assertion, however, for we have yet to examine other
candidates that have been proposed. Let us look at one that makes
its appearance in Aquinas’s own demonstrations.

II. THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF THE INFINITE REGRESS

For Aquinas, the necessity of affirming a first uncaused cause
lies in the fact that reason cannot rest in the positing of the most
obvious alternative: an infinite regress in per se subordinated
causes, each cause itself caused by a higher or more universal
cause, such that there would be no first uncaused cause or most
universal cause. The impossibility of an infinite regress in causes
is an axiom upon which Aquinas’s proofs for the existence of God
stand or fall. Although this axiom is not fully analyzed in the
Summa Theologiae, it is nonetheless a truth that can be made
more manifest, as Aquinas attempts to do in other works.>®

Aristotle speaks of the impossibility of an infinite regress in the
four causes that he explored in the Physics. What will concern us
here, however, are only the efficient and final causes of the
universe, what Aquinas calls ‘extrinsic causes’.’” For Aristotle and
Aquinas, it is impossible to posit an infinite regress in efficient
causes because of the nature of instrumentality in causes:

Three things are found in motion: one is the mobile object which is moved;
another is the mover; and the third is the instrument by which the mover moves.
Of these three it is clear that that which is moved must be moved, but it is not

¥ STh1q. 12, a. 8, ad 4. Translations from the Sumsma Theologize come from Saint
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New
York: Benziger Brothers, 1948).

3 ScG 1, . 135 1 Metaphys., lect. 3-4.

% De Principiis, c. 3.
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necessary that it move. The instrument by which the mover moves must both
move and be moved (for it is moved by the principal mover, and it moves the
ultimate thing moved). Hence everything which both moves and is moved has
the nature [ratio] of an instrument.*®

Something that has the nature of an instrument cannot be a first
cause. An instrument is such that it cannot operate except by the
operation of its moving cause.” For Aristotle and Aquinas, to
posit an infinite regress of causes is to deny that there is a first
cause; this would render all causes instrumental. In an infinite
series of intermediaries (i.e., of nonultimate or instrumental
causes), there can be no cause of the cawusality of the
intermediaries. And intermediaries are causes only because their
causality is nonultimate, that is, caused. Thus the intermediaries
could not exist as intermediaries: “Consequently, if the causes of
motion proceed to infinity in this way, there will be no first cause.
But a first cause is the cause of all things. Therefore it will follow
that all causes are eliminated; for when a cause is removed the
things of which it is the cause are also removed.”*°

Here we are given an expanded version of the axiom remota
causa, removetur effectus. The cogency of the argument rests on
one’s ability to understand causality not just in relation to things,
but in relation to operations as well. One can inquire into the
causes of the causality of particular causes. Secondary causes
cannot operate without the operation of a primary cause, because
this primary cause is the cause of their causal power. This is
evident in the very meaning of an instrument, which is always the
instrument of an agent. For Aquinas, not only are artifacts
instruments, natural beings are as well, whose causality is effective
only through the operation of higher beings, whether these be the
heavenly bodies, separate substances, or God himself. Lonergan

% VIII Physic., lect. 9. Translations of Aquinas’s commentary on Aristotle’s Physics are
from St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, trans. Richard J. Blackwell,
Richard J. Spath, and W. Edmund Thirlkel (Notre Dame, Ind.: Dumb Ox Books, 1999).

1L Metaphys., lect. 3.

“ Ibid.
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calls this the “slightly difficult concept of ‘causing causation’.”*!

Thus, the first cause is not only the cause of the being (or, as in
Aristotle, the motion) of the intermediate causes and ultimate
effects, it is the cause of the active power of all intermediate
causes and of their action. That is, the first cause causes the
motion of the intermediate cause or causes, and also enables the
intermediate causes to cause the motion of the ultimate effects.
Not all instrumental causes receive their being from the primary
cause that operates an effect through them (e.g., a person can use
a hammer that he has not fashioned). But they all receive their
operative efficacy through being used by a more primary cause.

Aquinas insists that the primary or universal cause, although
more remote, is plus influens and operates more powerfully
(vehementius) than the secondary cause.

The operation by which the secondary cause causes the effect is itself caused by
the first cause; for the primary cause assists the secondary cause by making it act;
therefore with respect to the operation by which the effect is produced by the
secondary cause, the first cause is more a cause than the secondary cause. This
Proclus expressly proves: for the secondary cause, since it is the effect of the
primary cause, has its substance from the primary cause; but from that which
something has its substance, from that same thing it has its power or force to act.
Therefore the secondary cause has its power or force from the primary cause.
But the secondary cause according to its power or force is the cause of the effect;
therefore that very thing in the secondary cause that causes the effect it has by
the first cause.*

*! Bernard J. F. Lonergan, Grace and Freedom: Operative Grace in the Thought of St
Thomas Aquinas. (Buffalo: Published for Lonergan Research Institute of Regis College,
Toronto, by University of Toronto Press, 2000), 87. See esp. chap. 4, “St. Thomas’ theory
of operation” (871f.).

* In de Causis, lect. 1: “Eminentius convenit aliquid causae quam causato; sed operatio
qua causa secunda causat effectum, causatur a causa prima, nam causa prima adiuvat causam
secundam faciens eam operari; ergo huius operationis secundum quam effectus producitur a
causa secunda, magis est causa causa prima quam causa secunda. Proclus autem expressius hoc
sic probat: causa enim secunda, cum sit effectus causae primae, substantiam suam habet a
causa prima; sed a quo habet aliquid substantiam, ab eo habet potentiam sive virtutem
operandi; ergo causa secunda habet potentiam sive virtutem operandi a causa prima. Sed causa
secunda per suam potentiam vel virtutem est causa effectus; ergo hoc ipsum quod causa
secunda sit causa effectus, habet a prima causa.” All translations from Aquinas’s commentary
on the Liber de causis are mine.
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There are orders of causes, ordered according to the power and
universality of the cause, which is partly what Aquinas has in mind
when he speaks of a per se subordination: “[The series is] per se
when the intention of the primary cause has in view everything up
to the final effect through all intermediate causes, just as the art
of the maker moves the hand, and the hand moves the hammer
which pounds the iron, which is the aim of the art.”* The order
of causes itself entails distinct orders, each of which contributes
in a unique way to the execution of the effect, which is the
intention of the first cause. Not so with a per accidens order of
causes:

It is a per accidens [order] when the intention of the cause do not extend beyond
the most proximate effect; however, whatever else happens to be effected by that
effect is beyond the aim of the first mover, as when someone lights a candle, it
is beyond his aim that this lighted candle would again light another and that one
another; and that which is outside an intention we call per accidens.**

It is only with a per se subordination of efficient causes that
Aquinas’s insistence holds: “non autem est possibile quod in causis
efficientibus procedatur in infinitum.” In a per accidens order of
causes, there could indeed be infinite regress; however, any
particular instance in this sequence of causes would itself require
a per se order of higher causes and a first cause that does not
belong to the infinite sequence. The notion of per accidens would
not exclude the necessity that an infinite regress of a per accidens
order of causes be comprehended under the power (and
knowledge)*” of higher, more universal causes and of the first
cause. Instrumental causes depend upon the primary cause. The

*# Ibid.: “Per se quidem quando intentio primae causae respicit usque ad ultimum effectum
per omnes medias causas, sicut cum ars fabrilis movet manum, manus martellum qui ferrum
percussura extendit, ad quod fertur intentio artis.”

* Ibid.: “Per accidens autem quando intentio causae non procedit nisi ad proximum
effectum; quod autem ab illo effectu efficiatur iterum aliud, est praeter intentionem primi
efficientis, sicut cum aliquis accendit candelam, practer intentionem eius est quod iterum
accensa candela accendat aliam et illa aliam; quod autem praeter intentionem est, dicimus esse
per accidens.”

# Aquinas’s doctrine of Providence requires that God’s infinite intellect be able to
comprehend an infinite number of singulars. See ST# 1, q.22.
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number of instrumental causes could be infinite, but this does not
preclude the necessity of a primary agent cause.

Because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the
intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause,
whether the intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the
cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among
efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate cause.*

On the other hand, an infinite per se sequence of efficient causes
would render all causes instrumental and therefore in themselves
impotent.

Aquinas absolutely rejects the infinite regress as truly a ‘bad
infinity’ that is not only a merely superficial intellectual
penetration of the phenomena, but also a descent into
unintelligibility and a renunciation of all explanation in terms of
per se subordinated causes. An infinite series of causes, conceived
as unconditioned, would not give us a determinate phenomenon
to be explained, and therefore cannot be comprehended
conceptually. The infinite regress excludes a final terminus, and
as such is indefinite and indeterminate.?’

But if we were to hold that there is an infinite series of moving causes in the
above way, then all causes would be intermediate ones. Thus we would have to
say without qualification that all parts of any infinite thing, whether of a series
of causes or of continuous quantities, are intermediate ones; for if there were a
part that was not an intermediate one, it would have to be either a first or a last;
and both of these are opposed to the nature of the infinite, which excludes every
limit, whether it be a starting-point or a terminus.*

If we look for other instances in the history of philosophy of
the rejection of the infinite regress, we come upon Hegel’s
treatment of the ‘spurious infinite” in his dialectic of the finite and
the infinite and subsequent transposition of the dialectic onto the
causal relation. Like Aquinas, Hegel shows that Verstand’s (what
he calls the finite understanding’s) indefinite and interminable

©STh1, q.2,a 3.
# Aristotle associates this indeterminateness and indefiniteness with the material principle.
1T Metaphys., lect. 3.
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positing of finite causes is not properly explanatory until it has
been comprehended by Reason (Vernunft) as the unity of the
finite and its beyond. This unity is the ‘affirmative infinite’ of the
causa sui:

In the usual sense of the causal relation the cause is finite, inasmuch as its content
is finite (just as it is in finite substance) and inasmuch as the cause and the effect
are represented as two diverse independent existences [Daseiende]—but that is
only what they are when we abstract from the causal relationship in considering
them. In the realm of the finite, we do not get beyond the distinction of the
form-determinations within their relation; hence, it is the turn of the cause to be
also determined as something-posited or as an effect; this effect has yet an other
cause; and in this way the progress ad infinitum, from effects to causes, arises
once more. A descending progress arises in the same way, since it follows from
the identity of the effect with the cause that the effect is itself determined as a
cause and at the same time as an other.*

Hegel, in asserting that the infinite series is uncaused, or rather
self-causing, is claiming that beyond the infinite play of finite
oppositions there is nothing about which one could inquire.
According to Hegel’s Logic, this is precisely the insight that allows
one to advance to the comprehension of the ‘affirmative infinite’.
In effect, Hegel denies the infinite progress’s lack of intelligibility
and attempts to show that it can be comprehended in the
Concept. One might venture to say that for Hegel the
‘quidditative’ or ‘explanatory’ definition of the infinite regress is
the concept of affirmative infinity. Reason is able to comprehend
the whole that is represented by the Understanding as an endless
series of causes and effects.

In contrast, for Aquinas, the very positing of the infinite
regress, not merely an inadequate interpretation of it in terms of
an irrational beyondness, is what is truly indeterminate and
unintelligible, in the privative sense of lacking any terminus and
of being only an abstraction that cannot have concrete being. For
Aquinas, if one were to posit the infinite regress, it would not
make sense to inquire into its essence or quiddity, because there

¥ G. W. F. Hegel, The Encyclopaedia Logic, trans. T. F. Geraets, W. A. Suchting, and H.
S. Harris (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), 228-29.
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is no determinate existence affirmed about which we can ask but
merely an agglomeration of finite oppositions (or endless repe-
tition of the same). To ‘understand’ the bad infinite/infinite
regress is to understand that it has no intelligibility,’® that it
cannot be traversed rationally nor defined, as Aquinas says.’'
Aristotle and Aquinas were concrete thinkers whose scientific
method entailed explaining difficult and abstract ideas (such as
infinite regress or uncaused cause) by means of what is better
known to us. This is why, in explaining the impossibility of an
infinite regress in causes, Aristotle emphasized final causality. In
attempting to clarify the impossibility of an infinite regress in final
causes, Aristotle avails himself of an analogy taken from the
domain of practical reason or rational action, a maneuver that
Aquinas also adopts.’” The final cause is literally “that for the sake
of which” (00 #veka or cuius causa). We have already used the
principle of the final cause to elucidate the dynamism of the
intellect as a search for ultimate causes.’” The meaning of rational
action entails purposive activity, which is activity in view of an
end. Positing an infinite regress in final causes, however, leaves
the agent without a determinate end to pursue: “One who posits
an infinite number of final causes does away with a limit, and
therefore with the end for the sake of which a cause acts. But
every intelligent agent acts for the sake of some end. Therefore it
would follow that there is no intellect among causes which are
productive; and thus the practical intellect is eliminated.”* In
practice, we think of ourselves as sources of activity acting for
some purpose or another. But to act for a purpose is to determine
a limit towards which we strive. Rational activity of its very
nature cannot pursue a ‘bad infinite’ or infinite regress in ends,

3% Since matter’s intelligibility depends upon its form (the act of the matter), an unlimited
material component would be absolutely unintelligible.

1] Anal. Post., lect. 34. All translations of Aquinas’s commentary on Aristotle’s Posterior
Analytics are from St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Posterior Analytics of Aristotle,
trans. F. R. Larcher (Albany, N.Y.: Magi Books, 1970).

2 8eG L c. 2.

33 Maréchal does this more fully in his attempt critically to ground the principle of realism.
See J. Maréchal, Le point du depart de la metaphysique (Paris : Desclée De Brouwer, 1944).

311 Metaphys., lect. 4.
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because the rational agent will not pursue anything it conceives of
as in principle unattainable.

HI. FROM THE INFINITE REGRESS TO UNLIMITED INTELLIGIBILITY

According to Aristotle and Aquinas, the principle of conscious
purposive activity described above can, by analogy, be extended
to include the natural world as well:

If there were an infinite number of final causes, no one could reach a last
terminus, because there is no last terminus in an infinite series. But no one will
attempt to do anything unless he thinks he is able to accomplish something as a
final goal. Therefore, those who hold that final causes proceed to infinity do
away with every attempt to operate and even with the activities of natural
bodies; for a thing’s natural movement is only toward something which it is
naturally disposed to attain.”

This extension of the analogy of finality to the entire universe of
being is important for Aristotle’s affirmation of the First Unmoved
Mover. It would be beyond our objectives to rehearse in detail
Aristotle’s argument for a hierarchy of moved movers to account
for the many varieties of motion observed in the universe: the
eternal process of generation and corruption as caused by the
eternal circular motion of the heavenly bodies, who are moved
movers; these in turn moved by an unmoved mover, who is able
to cause eternal, regular motion in the heavenly bodies because it
is unmoved pure act that always acts in the same way. What is
important, however, is to note that, for Aristotle, the Unmoved
Mover moves (primarily) by being desired, that is, as a final cause.
This is important, because while Aquinas will initially follow this
shift from efficient (motive) causality to final causality in moving
from the material to immaterial orders of causes,’® his mature
thought will emphasize the efficient and exemplary causality of
the First Unmoved Mover. For Aristotle, efficient causes that are
bodies cause movement by coming into physical contact with what
they are moving. Obviously, the immaterial first cause cannot

5 Ibid.
¢ Cf. XU Metaphys.; ScG 1, c. 13.
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cause movement in this way; for the same reason, neither can
bodily movers be unmoved movers. According to Aristotle, then,
an unmoved mover must move another only by way of being the
end desired by that other: “Now the first mover causes motion as
something intelligible and something appetible; for these alone
cause motion without being moved.”” The first mover causes
motion without being moved, because it is the ultimate object of
the natural and intellectual desire of the earthly and heavenly
bodies: “since it has been shown that the first mover is unmoved,
it must cause motion in the way in which the desirable and the
intelligible do; for only these, the desirable and the intelligible,
are found to cause motion without being moved.”® All moved
movers act in order to liken themselves to the first mover, by
being causal principles: “Now it is said that the first mover causes
motion as something appetible because the motion of the heavens
has this mover as its end or goal, for this motion is caused by
some proximate mover which moves on account of the first
unmoved mover in order that it may be assimilated in its causality
to the first mover and bring to actuality whatever is virtually
contained in it.”*’

The question becomes, can we restrict the search for higher,
more universal causes to that of final causality, that is, conceive
the power of the first mover as causing solely by being desired?
The inquiry after causes, the manifestation of the intellect’s
dynamic and unrestricted desire, seeks complete intelligibility and
total explanation. That Aquinas believed that something other
than final causality was necessary is evident even as he comments
on Aristotle, who thought of the first mover as ordering the
universe primarily by being the focus of intention, as the
commander is the intentional focus of an army.

And since the formal character of things which exist for the sake of an end is
derived from the end, it is therefore necessary not only that the good of the army
exist for the sake of the commander [propter ducem], but also that the order of

37 Aristotle, Metaphysics 12.1072a26.
*8 XII Metaphys., lect. 7.
7 Ibid.
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the army depend on the commander [a duce], since its order exists for the sake
of the commander. . . . For the whole order of the universe exists for the sake
of the first mover inasmuch as the things contained in the mind and will of the
first mover are realized in the ordered universe. Hence the whole order of the
universe must depend on the first mover.*

Here Aquinas reads something like exemplary causality into
Aristotle’s military analogy.®' The commander leads not only by
being that for the sake of whom the order of the army composes
itself, but is also the one who conceives and executes the ordering
of the army itself.

Can we then extend the analogy to inquire into whether God,
the unus princeps totius universi,** can be thought to be the cause
of the order of the universe by being the efficient cause of its very
being? Aquinas himself certainly thought so, even in commenting
on and correcting Aristotle’s affirmation of the eternity of the
world. For while Aquinas did not believe that the universe was
eternal, or that motion was eternal, nonetheless, he showed that
even on the hypothesis that there is no beginning nor end to
motion, as Aristotle believed, the question of the universal
efficient cause of being, that is, the question of creation, is still
relevant. Eternal things are not necessarily uncaused.”” The
question of the universal cause of being is meaningful even on the
presupposition of the eternity of the world, for the very reason
that the inquiry after causes cannot be restricted to the inquiry
after a beginning in time but rather is in essence a quest for
ultimate intelligibility in the universe, whether that universe be
temporally limited or not.

Aquinas was aware that, in inquiring into the universal cause
of being simply (i.e., into the existence of things in the world), we
are not to be satisfied with a cause that would remain at the level

0 X1T Metaphys., lect. 12.

¢! Aristotle’s text: “We must consider also in which of two ways the nature of the universe
contains the good, and the highest good, whether as something separate and by itself, or as
the order of the parts. Probably in both ways, as an army does; for its good is found both in
its order and in its leader, and more in the latter; for he does not depend on the order but it
depends on him” (Metaphysics 12.1075a11-15).

2 X11 Metaphys., lect. 12.

& See Aquinas’s third way (STh 1, q. 2, a. 3).









































































































































































































































































































