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QUINAS RECENTLY has received renewed attention from

philosophers in the Anglo-American tradition who view

themselves as part of a broader movement in Thomistic
studies known as ‘analytical Thomism’. The leading spokesman of
this movement, John Haldane, who coined its name, argues that
Aquinas serves “as a thinker from whom we can learn in our
efforts to answer speculative questions about the nature of mind
and of the world.”" More specifically, Haldane and others argue
that Aquinas provides important insights for defending realism
within metaphysics, epistemology, and the philosophy of mind:
the position that the world both exists independently of the mind
and is intrinsically intelligible to the mind, able and in some sense
waiting to be known by the mind “as it is.”

! See John Haldane, “Analytical Thomism and Faithful Reason,” in idem, Faithful Reason:
Essays Catholic and Philosophical (New York: Routledge, 2004), x. Haldane defends this
claim in “A Return to Form in the Philosophy of Mind,” Razio 11 (1998): 253-77; “Forms
of Thought,” in Lewis Edwin Hahn, ed., The Philosophy of Roderick M. Chisholm (Chicago:
Open Court, 1997), 149-70; “Mind-World Identity and the Anti-Realist Challenge,” in John
Haldane and Crispin Wright, eds., Reality, Representation, and Projection (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1993), 15-37; and “Realism with a Metaphysical Skull,” in James Conant
and Urszula M. Zeglen, eds., Hilary Putnam: Pragmatism and Realism (New York: Routledge,
2002), 97-104. For a further defense of this claim, see also Jonathan Jacobs, “Habits,
Cognition, and Realism,” in John Haldane, ed., Mind, Metaphysics, and Value in the Thomistic
and Analytic Traditions (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002), 109-24;
Jonathan Jacobs and John Zeis, “Form and Cognition: How to Go Out of Your Mind,” The
Monist 80 (1997): 539-57; and John Jenkins, “Aquinas on the Veracity of the Intellect,” The
Journal of Philosophy 88 (1991): 623-32.
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This paper is a deliberate exercise in analytical Thomism.? In
it, I engage Aquinas’s own work as well as the work of thinkers
operating within (or at least familiar with) the Anglo-American
philosophical tradition in order to defend Aquinas’s account of
sensory cognition as undergirded by a strong commitment to
direct realism. The direct realist holds that in cases of veridical
sensation, or sense experience, cognitive subjects enjoy direct
epistemic access to objective aspects or features (sensible aspects
or features) of the external world. Put more strongly: according
to direct realism, in veridical sensation cognitive subjects are in
direct cognitive contact not with private objects of sensory
consciousness, but with actual extrasensory and extramental
objects and states of affairs. What direct realism denies, therefore,
is that in cases of veridical sensation cognitive subjects and the
world meet at an interface. Sense experience does not mediate our
epistemic access to the world; it conjoins us to the world itself.

From a robust direct realist perspective, however, it is not
enough to claim that it is merely by having certain sense
experiences, or being caused to have certain sense experiences,
that we as cognitive subjects can be credited with genuinely
experiencing a world that exists independently of our minds.?
According to the specific form of direct realism I articulate and
defend here, which I claim emerges from a proper study of
Aquinas’s account of sensory cognition, it is only by having sense
experiences that possess definitive conmtent—content that is
isomorphic or formally identical with the sensible features of
mind-independent reality—that we can be credited with
occupying world-intending sensory states, in which we see, hear,
taste, touch, and smell objective aspects or features of the world
itself. Thus, it is by virtue of possessing the requisite content that

21 have in mind the work of Norman Kretzmann, Eleonore Stump, Robert Pasnau, and
Anthony Kenny, in addition to the authors mentioned above. As will become clear, Pasnau is
more critical of Aquinas than the others.

? Hilary Putnam makes this claim in his recent Dewey lectures. See Hilary Putnam, “Sense,
Nonsense, and the Senses: An Inquiry into the Powers of the Human Mind,” in idem, The
Threefold Cord: Mind, Body, and World (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 3-70.
1 will be giving an exposition of some of the claims Putnam makes in these lectures in the
pages that follow.
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the veridical sensations or perceptions we enjoy and possess bear
directly on the world, and thereby unite us to the world.

In defending this claim, I will be giving an exposition of what
I take to be the most important features of Aquinas’s account of
sensory cognition: most notably, the operation of the external
senses, and secondarily, the role of the common sense and
phantasms. Interpreting Aquinas in the right light allows us better
to understand and appreciate his account of sensory cognition as
well as the nature and benefits of direct realism itself.

I. AQUINAS’S ACCOUNT OF SENSORY COGNITION:
THE EXTERNAL SENSES

Aquinas’s account of cognition is based on the cornerstone
claim that we, as cognitive subjects, always experience and
apprehend the world as formed: all cognition of external objects
is cognition of form, or of external objects as formed. According
to Aquinas’s metaphysics, the ‘substantial’ form of a material thing
is its inner structuring or ordering principle, or that which makes
a thing what it intelligibly is. A material thing is therefore a
composite of substantial form and matter. In addition, Aquinas
recognizes ‘accidental’ (nonsubstantial) forms, among which are
the sensible features of the external world, or the sensible prop-
erties that external objects actually possess. Thus, in cognizing
form, we sense and apprehend a material thing (or, as cognized,
an external object) as it is, as an objective aspect of the empirical
world that possesses objectively sensible features or properties as
well as an objectively knowable nature or essence (i.e., a material
thing as a composite of form and matter).* My task in this paper
is to explicate how it is that we cognize form—and specifically
sensible form. At the heart of Aquinas’s account of sensory
cognition is the claim that all cognitive contact with form occurs

*1am thankful to Greg Doolan for pointing out the distinction Aquinas makes in De Ente
et Essentia 2 between forma partis (which refers just to the substantial form of a form-matter
composite, a material thing) and forma totius (which refers to the whole material thing
composed of form and matter). The essence (quiddity) of a material thing includes form as
well as matter.
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through a complex process of sensation and intellective ab-
straction in which the sensible and intelligible features or forms of
external objects respectively ‘in-form’ both the senses and the
intellect.

On the most basic level, cognition for Aquinas originates, as it
does for Aristotle, in sensation, which Aquinas claims cognitively
conjoins us to the sensible features possessed by external objects
themselves (and which, given his realism, exist independently of
sensation itself). He recognizes five basic external sensory
powers—sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell—all of which he
associates with a specific sense organ, and all of which he says
correspond to ‘proper’ sensibles (sensibilia) or qualities, such as
color, sound, temperature, flavor, and odor, respectively.” He also
recognizes ‘common’ sensibles such as size, number, and shape
that are sensible by more than one sense, and consequently do not
make a direct impression on any one sense. Common sensibles
(which belong to the category of quantity rather than quality) thus
“do not move the senses first and of their own nature, but by
reason of a sensible quality”; nevertheless, like the proper
sensibles, they still are sensible per se, since they affect the kind of
impression external objects make on the senses.® For example,
Aquinas says, “sense is immuted differently by a large and by a
small surface,” or, we could say, by a surface that is large and
white versus a surface that is small and white.” So while common
sensibles do not impress the senses directly, they are sensed by us
(and hence remain per se objects of sensation) nonetheless.
Finally, Aquinas recognizes a third kind of sense object:
‘accidental’ sense objects such as Socrates, who is sensible per

° Touch is unique in that it has several objects proper to itself: “heat and moisture, cold
and dryness, the heavy and light, etc.” (Il De Anima, lect. 13 [384]). All quotations from the
De Anima commentary will be from the Commentary on Aristotle’s “De Anima,” trans.
Kenelm Foster and Silvester Humphries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1951; repr.,
Notre Dame: Dumb Ox Books, 1994). See also the more recent translation by Robert Pasnau
in A Commentary on Aristotle’s “De anima” (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).

¢ 8Th 1, q- 78, a. 3, ad 2. All quotations from the Summa Theologiae arc from the
translation provided by the Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger
Bros., 1948).

7 Ibid.
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accidens rather than per se, insofar it is accidental or incidental to
the per se sensible—whiteness—that it also should be Socrates.®
My thesis that Aquinas is a direct realist is limited, at least
initially, to Aquinas’s claims regarding the cognition of proper
sensibles. (I will extend that thesis to include the cognition of
common sensibles in the final section of the paper.) My
exposition of Aquinas begins with his claim that direct cognition
of proper sensibles is possible because external objects, qua
external causes of sensation, impress themselves, and more
specifically, impress specific sensible features or forms—that is,
proper sensibles—on the senses.” Aquinas therefore understands
sensation to be a primarily passive act, the reception of sensible
forms (species) in the senses: “sense is a passive power, and is
naturally immuted by the exterior sensible. Wherefore the
exterior cause of such immutation is what is ‘per se’ perceived by
the sense.”’” The idea here, as Aquinas further explains it, is that
the same sensible forms that are ‘naturally’ present in external
objects of sense are ‘intentionally’ present in the organs of sense.
As present in external objects, sensible forms enjoy a ‘natural’
existence (esse naturale); as present in the organs of sense, sensible
forms enjoy an ‘intentional’ existence (esse intentionale)."'
Thus, the presence of sensible forms in the senses effects an
intentional change in the senses themselves. Aquinas writes:

Now, change [immutatio] is of two kinds, one natural, the other spiritual.
Natural change takes place by the form of the agent being received according to
its natural existence, into the thing changed, as heat is received into the thing
heated. Whereas spiritual change takes place by the form of the agent being
received, according to a spiritual mode of existence [esse spirituale], into the
thing changed, as the form of color is received into the pupil which does not

¥ See II De Anima, lect. 8 (387).

® Aquinas explicitly states that color, odor, taste, and tactile qualities “have a fixed and
permanent existence in their subjects” (II De Anima, lect. 16 [439]). Sound, however, exists

only potentially in external objects; actual sound exists in the medium and thereafter the sense
organ (or the actual hearing of that sound). See ibid. (441).

0STh1, q.78,a. 3.

" I will be using “intentional’ rather than ‘spiritual’ as the proper translation whenever
possible to avoid misleading the reader into thinking that ‘spiritual’ denotes something
exclusively ‘inner’ only to be associated with a dualistic, Cartesian philosophy of mind.



348 PAUL A. MACDONALD, JR.

thereby become colored. Now, for the operation of the senses, a spiritual change
is required, whereby an intention [infeniio] of the sensible form is effected in the
sensible organ. Otherwise, if a natural change alone sufficed for the sense’s
action, all natural bodies would feel when they undergo alteration.'

Recent interpreters of Aquinas have tried to explain intentional
change (here translated as ‘spiritual’ change) by relying on the
modern taxonomy of ‘physical’ and ‘mental’.” But on Aquinas’s
view it cannot be so neatly defined. For Aquinas, intentional
change does occurs in the bodily organ of sense (which means that
it must be in ‘physical’ in one sense) but in such a way that it
generates an act of sensation, or a cognitive act (which means it
must also be ‘mental’ in some sense). Furthermore, Aquinas argues
that intentional change occurs in the medium (e.g., the air) that
separates the organ of sense from the object of sense.” Yet he
claims that, even as intentionally informed, the medium does not
sense: so ‘intentional’ need not denote anything mental. How,
then, should we properly understand intentional change in
sensation, which Aquinas clearly argues is necessary for the
successful operation of the senses?

To start, we should analyze intentional change in sensation
(and hence sensation itself) by employing the Aristotelian
vocabulary of ‘matter’ and form’, as well as ‘potency’ and ‘act’,
rather than the modern vocabulary of ‘physical’ and ‘mental’.
Most basically, intentional change for Aquinas is the reception of
form in the relevant recipient (i.e., the senses or the medium)
without matter; and the reception of form without matter is “the
recipient being assimilated to the agent in respect of form and not
in respect of matter,” or the recipient becoming like the agent in

2STh1, q. 78, a. 3 (translation modified). See also II De Anima, lect. 24 (553).

3 See, for example, D. W. Hamlyn, Sensation and Perception: A History of the Philosophy
of Perception (New York: The Humanities Press, 1961); Sheldon M. Cohen, “St. Thomas
Aquinas on the Immaterial Reception of Sensible Forms,” Philosophical Review 91 (1982):
193-209; Robert Pasnau, Theories of Cognition in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997); and Gabriele de Anna, “Aquinas on Sensible Forms and
Semimaterialism,” The Review of Metaphysics 54 (2000): 43-63.

' In all other cases besides vision there is both natural and intentional change in the
medium: sound, for example, reaches the ear through vibrations in the air. In the case of
visual sensation, however, there is simply intentional change in the medium: color reaches the
eye without tainting the air. See II De Anima, lect. 20 (493).
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respect of form but not in matter.” Thus, intentional change in
sensation, or the reception of the form without matter in the
senses, is the cognitive assimilation of the relevant sensory power
(and hence the cognizer) to the relevant object of sense. Even
more simply: intentional change in the senses—the actualization
of a sensory power by a proper sensible—just is the act of
sensation itself, which cognitively unites the perceiving subject to
the external object of sense itself.

We can strengthen this claim by recalling that in a thoroughly
Aristotelian framework (which Aquinas adopts) our powers of
sense are nothing more than capacities for being informed by the
sensible features or forms of external objects themselves. Or
again, our powers of sense are potentially oriented towards
-veridical sensation and as such only can be actualized by external
objects themselves, when those objects impress their sensible
features or forms on the senses. Aquinas writes:

potency is nothing but a certain relationship to act. And without this likeness
there would be no necessary correspondence between this act and this potency.
Hence potency in this sense is not actualized from contrary to contrary, but
rather from like to like, in the sense that the potency resembles its act.'

On Aquinas’s Aristotelian view, veridical sensible encounter with
the world is possible because our external senses are, at bottom,
capable of being acted on by proper sensibles, and common

B 11 De Anima, lect. 24 (553). I am following M. F. Burnyeat, who argues that “receiving
form without matter is not a physiological process underlying perceptual awareness. It is
perceptual awareness of something, a mode of cognition” (M. F. Burnyeat, “Aquinas on
‘Spiritual Change’ in Perception,” in Dominik Perler, ed., Ancient and Medieval Theories of
Intentionality [Leiden: Brill, 2001], 141). Burnyeat therefore agrees that there are (a)
“material necessary conditions for perception,” but disagrees that (b) “these necessary
conditions are material changes in the sense-organ” (ibid., 145). On Burnyeat’s reading of
Aquinas, we can explain sensation fully as the actualization of a natural potency or power
without having to appeal to material or physical processes underlying the act of sensation
itself. So while there are indeed material conditions (conditions in the sense organ) that are
necessary for a sense organ to function properly, “these are static, standing conditions, not
processes or events underlying the act of perception” itself (ibid.). For Burnyeat’s comparable
reading of Aristotle, see “Is An Aristotelian Philosophy of Mind Still Credible? A Draft,” in
Martha C. Nussbaum and Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, eds., Essays on Aristotle’s “De Anima”
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 15-26.

111 De Anima, lect. 11 (366).
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sensibles by way of proper sensibles. Sensory power qua
‘recipient’ and sensible object gua ‘agent’ are linked by way of
what we can call a proper formal correspondence (sight to color,
hearing to sound, touch to temperature, taste to flavor, and smell
to odor), or what Aquinas, following Aristotle, calls a
correspondence of “like to like.”

Commenting on Aristotle, Aquinas goes as far as to say that, as
suitably informed, each of our sensory powers “cannot err” in
putting us into cognitive contact with proper sensibles themselves:

What is perceived by one sense and by no other [is] in respect of which the
perceiving sense cannot err; thus it is proper to sight to know color, to hearing
to know sound, to taste to know flavor or savor. Touch, however, has several
objects proper to itself: heat and moisture, cold and dryness, the heavy and the
light, etc. Each sense judges the objects proper to itself and is not mistaken about
these, e.g. sight with regard to such and such a color or hearing with regard to
sound."”

The point here is not that the senses are always perfect in their
operations: the eye, for example, can see properly only if there is
sufficient light illuminating the medium as well as the object of
sight, and the eye itself (as well as its component parts) is
functioning properly (i.e., subject to no malfunction).'® Aquinas
says that it is “the very essence of each sense is that it is naturally
fitted to be affected by some such special object proper to itself.
The nature of each faculty consists in its relation to its proper
object.”"” Thus, the formal correspondence that conjoins sense
organ or power with proper sensible (and hence external objects)
is underwritten not by perfectionism but by reliabilism, or what

Y1 De Anima, lect. 13 (384). In De Veritate, q. 1, a. 9, Aquinas claims that truth is in
sense insofar as the senses judge sensible things as they are, even though they do not know the
truth of what they sense (unlike the intellect, which can reflect on the truth of its own acts).
He goes on to argue that “the judgment of sense about proper sensibles is always true unless
there is an impediment in the organ or in the medium” (De Verit., q. 1, a. 11; translation taken
from Omn Truth, vol. 1, trans. Robert W. Mulligan [Chicago: Regnery, 1952; repr.,
Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994].

8 Sec Il De Awima, lect. 6 (664). For an exposition of proper functionality in

»

contemporary epistemology, see Alvin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993).
Y11 De Anima, lect. 13 (387).
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we also can refer to as a natural teleology, regarding the innate
ability of each of the senses to “judge the objects proper to
itself”—that is, accurately and truthfully to detect their proper
sensible objects, sensible forms, and hence external reality itself.*

Ultimately, then, sensation on Aquinas’s view is explicable only
in terms of the category of form, and what we can now identify
as formal causality: in sensation, the same sensible features or
forms that exist in things, and are objectively sensible by us, are
received in the senses, or causally inform the senses, thereby
activating our senses (already potentially oriented towards
sensation) and assimilating our senses (and us) to the world itself.
This transaction surely also involves efficient causality: a bodily
change in the organ of sense, which is affected by the presence of
sensible form. But this transaction cannot be reduced to efficient
causality. The bodily change that occurs in the organ of sense is
an act of sensory cognition, and Aquinas explains sensory
cognition in terms of the immaterial reception of form, which
means formal and efficient causality are both at work.

The temptation here, once again, may be to try to reduce
formal causality and hence sensory cognition on the
Thomistic/Aristotelian view to something whoily physical or
mental. But as Miles Burnyeat points out, form for the
Thomist/Aristotelian is equally at home in the world and in the
senses, and as such, equally at home in the physical and in the
mental. He writes:

[T]he form which the sense-organ receives without matter is the very same form
as exists with matter in the object perceived. If it was not the same, perception
would not reveal objective truth. Form and matter are basic principles of
Aristotelian physics. Form’s presence in the sense-organ without matter is
therefore as physical a fact as its presence with matter in the object perceived. If
its presence in the sense-organ is awareness, and awareness is a mental

?% Kretzmann argues on Aquinas’s behalf that in addition to the veridical act of sensation
“a semi-automatic, sub-deliberative kind of judgment occurs . . . in the cognitive process, a
judgment that Aquinas assigns to sense itself, an ordinarily unexpressed judgment which, if it
were expressed generally would take the form of a crude realism: Extramental reality here and
now is as it appears to be” (Norman Kretzmann, “Infallibility, Error, and Ignorance,” in R.
Bosley and M. Tweedale, eds., Aristotle and His Medieval Interpreters (Calgary, Alberta,
Canada: The University of Calgary Press, 1992), 174.
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phenomenon in the modern sense, then for Aristotle and Aquinas perception is
both physical and mental. . . . Thus both natural and spiritual change fall within
the realm of physics, because both involve form.*'

In this passage, Burnyeat not only clearly underscores the
intelligible place of form in Aristotelian physics, and hence a
broader, richer understanding of physical reality; he also
underscores the Thomistic/Aristotelian commitment to realism in
sensory cognition. Insofar as the same form is present both with
matter in sensible things (naturally) and without matter in the
organs of sense (intentionally), it ensures the objectivity and
directness of sensation itself. Or again, it is because the same
sensible features or forms that are present in external objects
come to be present in the senses that we, as cognitive subjects, can
be credited with possessing world-intending sensory states—that
is, sensory states whose content is isomorphic with (and hence
directed on) the sensible features or forms possessed by external
objects themselves.

I1. SENSORY COGNITION AND DIRECT REALISM

Aquinas is a direct realist concerning our ability to sense
objective aspects or features of the external world: in cases of
veridical sensation, our most basic sensory states, as suitably
configured by sensible forms, are in direct cognitive contact with
objective, external states of affairs. For example, our seeing

2! Burnyeat, “Aquinas on ‘Spiritual Change’ in Perception,” 149. In “Is an Aristotelian
Philosophy of Mind Still Credible?” Burnyeat concludes that “Aristotle has what is for us a
deeply alien conception of the physical” (26) that is no longer credible in the modern (post-
seventeenth-century) world, given that it appeals to our naturally fitted powers of perception,
along with the real secondary qualities at which they are aimed, without further explanation.
More specifically, Aristotle’s conception cannot account for how those powers of perception
emerged over the course of the evolution of life. This is not surprising given that, on
Aristotle’s view, “the power of perception never emerged from anything” (Burnyeat, “Aquinas
on ‘Spiritual Change’ in Perception,” 151). As Burnyeat further notes, Aquinas has an
explanation of sorts: God created animal life with the power perception intact (ibid.). Thus,
the Thomist need not abandon Aristotelian physics and metaphysics entirely; in fact, he can
offer a modified account that incorporates the evolution of life. God created the world with
the potential to evolve, so that animal life eventually acquired the cognitive faculties necessary
to experience the world as God intended and created it to be.
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redness, when our senses (and specifically, our visual sense
organs) have been impressed by an actual red object, just is direct
cognitive contact with the redness possessed by the object
itself—an objective, external feature of our environment. The
epistemic access is utterly direct because our seeing redness is
isomorphic with (or we could say, formally identical to) the
sensed object’s being red. Put negatively, the isomorphism (or
formal identity) of sense and the object of sense ensures that no
cognitive “gap” or “space” separates our seeing redness from the
sensed object’s being red. I emphasize this point in order to show
how Aquinas, following Aristotle, offers an account of sensory
cognition that honors the insight, central to direct realism, that
acts or episodes of sensation do not mediate and hence intervene
between cognitive subjects’ epistemic access to the world; they (as
suitably configured or informed) conjoin cognitive subjects to the
world.

Consequently, and perhaps not surprisingly, Aquinas can and
should be read as offering a philosophical framework for
understanding sensation that refuses to equate sensory acts with
‘sense-data’—construed as private mental episodes, or what Hilary
Putnam calls “mere affectations of a person’s subjectivity”—that
conjoin us to the world only causally but not cognitively. Putnam
does not employ the distinction between efficient and formal
causality, but in his Dewey Lectures he clearly targets modern
causal theories of perception that reduce sensation to baldly
efficient causality. He argues that these theories, which claim to
be compatible with direct realism, in fact suffer from the same
crucial ambiguity that afflicts traditional empiricist theories of
perception. According to a causal account of perception, so
formulated as compatible with direct realism, cognitive subjects
can and do enjoy direct epistemic access to extramental objects
and states of affairs by virtue of standing in the appropriate causal
relations with those objects and states of affairs, and, more
specifically, by having suitably caused sensations of those objects
and states of affairs. The problem with this view, Putnam claims,
is that it makes a critical assumption regarding the nature of



354 PAUL A. MACDONALD, JR.

suitably caused sensory states: namely, that they are so constituted
as to afford the requisite epistemic access. In other words, this
view assumes that it is merely by having certain sense experiences
that cognitive subjects can also be credited with genuinely
experiencing the world and, specifically, the external objects that
cause them to have those experiences.

As Putnam goes on to argue, even if the appropriately caused
experiences are identified with brain states—mere physical
processes or events that take place within the brain—rather than
the more infamous mental sense-data or ‘qualia’, “it [still] has to
seem magical that we can have access to anything outside our
‘inputs’—those ‘qualia’ that I thought could be identified with
‘physical occurrences’.”* According to Putnam, merely replacing
sense-data with perceptual inputs (the functional equivalent of
sense-data) does nothing to show how those perceptual inputs are
distinctly unlike their classical analogs and hence represent
something more than “the outer limit of our cognitive processing
[beyond which] everything . . . is connected to our mental
processes only causally, not cognitively.”* Arguing directly

2 Putnam, “Sense, Nonsense, and the Senses,” 19. In a similar vein, John McDowell argues
that there is a distinct temptation to equate sensory experience and appearances in particular
with what he calls a “highest common factor” precisely in order to account for how veridical
and nonveridical sensory experiences are often qualitatively indistinguishable. See in particular
John McDowell, “Criteria, Defeasibility, and Knowledge,” in idem, Meaning, Knowledge, &
Realiry (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 369-94. According to McDowell, the
problems generated by this view are obvious: when appearances are construed as comprising
a highest common factor common to veridical and nonveridical experience alike, then they
are at best defeasibly connected with the world—that is, they still “fall short” of the
facts—given that they are pictured as lying on the near side of an input interface that separates
cognitive subjects and the world. According to a ‘disjunctive’ view of appearances, however,
which McDowell advances as an alternative to the “tempting argument” he describes above,
appearances are ¢ither “mere” appearances, and thus nondisclosive of worldly facts, or direct
manifestations of how the world truly is, and thus direct manifestations of worldly facts. In
the latter case, sense experience no longer can be understood to be an intermediary that
interposes itself between the experiencing subject and the world: in the case of veridical
experience or awareness, what is sensed by us is not a highest common factor, but nothing less
than the world itself. For similar arguments see John McDowell, “Knowledge and the
Internal,” in idem, Meaning, Knowledge, ¢& Reality, 395-413; and “The Content of Perceptual
Experience,” in idem, Mind, Value, ¢& Reality (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998),
341-58.

2 Putnam, “Sense, Nonsense, and the Senses,” 16.
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against what he calls the ‘Cartesian cum materialist’ view (to
which he once subscribed), Putnam claims that the attempt to
identify sense experiences with brain states fails: there is simply
not enough content to the functionalist account (or an even to an
ideal psychological account) to specify in what consists the
relationship between sense experiences and perceptual inputs.
Putnam’s conclusion, therefore, is that sense experiences are
neither reducible to physical states, nor are they something
“extra” over and above physical states. He says:

sensory experiences are not passive affectations of an object called a “mind” but
(for the most part) experiences of aspects of the world by a living being. Mind
talk is not talk about an immaterial part of us but rather a way of describing the
exercise of certain abilities we possess, abilities that supervene upon the activities
of our brains and upon all our various transactions with the environment but

that do not have to be reductively explained using the vocabulary of physics and

biology, or even the vocabulary of computer science.”

The particular account Putnam offers here—what he calls ‘natural
realism’—attempts to understand sensory experiences as exercises
of “certain abilities we possess” that cannot be reduced to “the
activities of our brains,” even if they cannot be explained without
reference to those activities. In other words, “successful
perception is just a seeing, or hearing, or feeling, etc. of things
‘out there’,” rather than anything that occurs exclusively inside
our minds, brains, or skins.”

The move Putnam makes here both to challenge a reductive
physicalism, which reduces sense experiences to mere physical
occurrences, and to uphold realism in sensation is thoroughly
Thomistic, even if it yields a thesis that is still largely negative.
Putnam is much clearer about what successful sensation is not
rather than what it is. Moreover, he eschews linking his natural
realism with any metaphysical (specifically Aristotelian)

 Ibid., 37-38.

¥ The particular wording here comes from Hilary Putnam, “Sense, Nonsense, and the
Senses: An Inquiry into the Powers of the Human Mind,” The Journal of Philosophy 91
(1994): 454.
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commitments.”® But we can extend his important insight if we
begin with the fundamental principle—itself central to both
Aquinas and Aristotle—that “successful perception is just a seeing,
or hearing, or feeling, etc. of things ‘out there’” by cognitive
subjects whose sensory capacities (Putnam’s “abilities”) for seeing,
hearing, feeling, etc. have been actualized (for Putnam,
“exercised”) by their proper objects: corresponding sensible
features or forms possessed by external objects themselves. Thus,
according to the Thomistic view, which explains sensory
cognition in terms of efficient and formal causality, veridical acts
of sensation conjoin cognitive subjects to the world not only
because they are suitably caused (here again we are honoring
Putnam’s insight), but because they are suitably (i.e., intentionally)
configured and informed by the very sensible features or forms on
which they directly bear.

Before moving on to develop and defend these claims further,
we should note that it is indeed true on the Thomistic account
that sensory cognition is indirect in one sense. Actual physical
contact between sensible form and the corresponding organ of
sense is always indirect, insofar as sensible forms are first received
in the medium separating the sensible form from the corres-
ponding organ of sense. But this claim in no way compromises

2% Haldane underscores this point in challenging Putnam’s move to “enjoy the benefits of
epistemological realism without accepting aspects of its attendant metaphysics.” See John
Haldane, “Realism with a Metaphysical Skull,” in Conant and Zeglen, eds., Hilary Putnam:
Pragmatism and Realism, 97. In response, Putnam claims that he is not against Aristotelian
metaphysics per se; in fact, he embraces the Aristotelian principle that the “ways things can
be are both worldly—things ‘out there’ are some of those ways—and available to thought,
contrary to a sharp ‘concept / property’ dichotomy.” (See Putnam, “Comment on John
Haldane,” in Conant and Zeglen, eds., Hilary Putnam: Pragmatism and Realism, 108). So
perhaps the rift between Haldane and Putnam is not as large as it might seem. What Putnam
does reject is ‘Aristotelian essentialism’ or the “metaphysical fantasy” that “there is a totality
of Forms, or Universals, or ‘properties’, fixed once and for all, and that every possible
meaning of a word corresponds to one of these Forms or Universals or properties” (Putnam,
“Sense, Nonsense, and the Senses,” 6). Of course, it is not at all clear that either Aquinas or
Aristotle (and consequently Haldane) accepts what Putnam deems Aristotelian essentialism.
One can be committed to the existence of form without being guilty of indulging in Putnam’s
“metaphysical fantasy.” See, for example, John Haldane, “On Coming Home to
(Metaphysical) Realism,” Philosophy 71 (1996): 287-96. 1 defend the importance of
metaphysics in Aquinas’s account below.
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Aquinas’s commitment to direct realism: on the contrary, direct
cognitive contact with proper sensibles such as colors is only
possible given the presence of a medium (in which light, for
example, can enter) that separates the organ of sense from the
object of sense. Aquinas writes:

An indication of this is the fact that if a colored body is placed upon the organ
of sight it cannot be seen; for then there remains no transparent medium to be
affected by the color. The pupil of the eye is indeed some such medium, but, so
long as the colored body remains placed upon it, it lacks transparency. There has
to be a medium, say air or something of the kind, which, being actualized by
color, itself acts upon the organ of sight as upon a body continuous with itself.
For bodies only affect one another through actual contact.”

Without a transparent medium illuminated by light, colors cannot
be seen; without a medium filled by vibration and vapors, sounds
cannot be heard and odors cannot be smelled. Moreover, the
medium ensures the proper transmission of sensory form from the
object of sense to the organ of sense: the medium too is structured
by sensory form (via intentional change with or without natural
change), so it too serves as a formal cause of sensation. On the
Thomistic view, it is formal causality that ensures direct realism;
and formal causality is at work throughout the entire causal
process that generates veridical sensory acts.

From a distinctly modern point of view, it may seem strange,
at the very least, to locate sensible form in a medium such as air,
but this view (or bias) once again wrongly presupposes that
sensible form is something wholly extraphysical. Recall that on
the Thomistic view, with its basis in Aristotelian physics, matter
and form are basic principles of physical reality. Just as form’s
presence in the senses is as physical a fact as is its presence in
material objects (which we have already established), so form’s
presence in the medium is equally as physical a fact as is its
presence in material objects. Matter, the senses, and the medium
are all potencies that stand to be actualized by form; as such, they
are all equally disposed to be actualized by form. Recall, too, that

Y11 De Anima, lect. 15 (432).
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the Thomist affirms that efficient causality is at work in sensation:
sensation is surely inexplicable without appealing to efficient
causality, and hence efficient causes (which include physical
changes in the medium as well as bodily changes in the senses and
the cognitive subject himself or herself). The Thomist merely
affirms that additional causal processes—formal causal
processes—are at work in sensation, and must be at work if the
veridicality of sensation is to be upheld.

What is at stake, again, is preserving realism and also finally
overcoming epistemological skepticism regarding the objectivity
of sensation. As Putnam points out, the tendency in modern
epistemology is to reduce sensations to purely subjective states,
completely internal to our sensory consciousness, precisely in
order to account for their immediacy and certainty: what can be
more certain than what occurs inside our own “heads”? But on
such a view, skepticism, if not explicitly endorsed, certainly
looms: what confidence can we have that our sensations of
redness, softness, or sweetness are not purely subjective? Do they
bear any connection with external reality? Aquinas’s answer, in
part, is that sensation is, by definition, the actualization of a
senisory potency or power by an external object: were no external
object present, then no sensory experience of that object would
occur. But the skeptic may then ask: What confidence do we have
that the original cause of sensation is an external object, rather
than some more proximate cause (e.g., a physical occurrence in
the eye, in the ear, or on the tongue)? Here, the Thomist once
again has a ready reply: the cause of sensation is not only a
sensible object but sensible form, which structures the object
sensed, the power of sense, and the medium between them. Were
mere efficient causality alone to be at work, there would be no
guarantee that the causal genesis of sensation actually lay in an
external object. Presumably, any number of more proximate
points in the causal process generating sensation would be
sufficient to account for its occurrence, possibly rendering any
appeal to an external object as the originating cause entirely
superfluous. But for the Thomist, there can only be one formal
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cause of sensation—sensible form—which originally inheres not
in the senses but in external objects themselves. Formal causality,
and its undergirding metaphysics, therefore simply eliminates
skepticism as a viable epistemological stance, at least concerning
sense experience.

HI. THE METAPHYSICS OF DIRECT REALISM

At this point, the epistemological benefits of the Thomistic
view of sensory cognition should be clear. But from a distinctly
modern point of view, it may still seem that we only can gain such
benefits at a significant cost. Thomistic epistemological realism
carries with it certain nonnegotiable metaphysical commitments,
such as the actual existence of sensible forms or qualities in things
(and more broadly, the world itself). Aquinas, like Aristotle before
him, is unabashed about claiming that colors, sounds, flavors, etc.
are mind-independent constituents of external reality, but in
making this claim does he reflect a certain naiveté towards what
these properties in fact are? Recently, Robert Pasnau has argued
that Aquinas should have been more sensitive to the now-familiar
distinction between primary and secondary qualities, and hence
the possibility of reducing secondary qualities (or sensible forms)
to primary qualities (e.g., sound as simply a kind of motion), thus
eliminating the existence of such “mysterious qualities” al-
together.”® Interestingly, Pasnau then goes on to argue that
Aquinas’s view can be reinterpreted—dropping the Aristotelian
metaphysical distinction between quality and quantity
altogether—in order to be made roughly compatible with modern
physicalism, which is “the view that the objects of our sensation
are the various physical phenomena that in fact produce our
sensations.”” On this modified view, which “captures the spirit,
if not the letter, of Aquinas’s theory of sensation,” sensible forms
remain the causes and objects of sensation, but “whether these

¥ See Robert Pasnav, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature: A Philosophical Study of Summa
Theologiae 1a, 75-89 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 184-86.
» Ibid, 185.
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features turn out to be irreducibly qualitative or quantitative can
be viewed as an empirical, non-essential issue.””°

Pasnau’s interpretation is suggestive; however, I would argue
that there is much about which to be suspicious in modern
physicalism.’’ It is by no means obvious—and common experience
in fact tells us otherwise—that the familiar sensible qualities things
possess can be successfully reduced to mere physical phenomena
that produce or cause sensation. If we are already suspicious, as
Putnam suggests we should be, towards attempts to reduce
sensory experiences to mere physical occurrences, or perceptual
inputs, that bear no cognitive relation to the objects they purport
to bear upon, then we should be equally suspicious toward
attempts to reduce sensory qualities to mere physical phenomena
that purportedly are able produce the requisite veridical sensory
experiences in us. For example, it is not at all obvious how
color—construed as mere a physical property of a surface that
bears no formal relation to our phenomenal experience of
color—can produce the requisite veridical experience of color in
us. Once we divest or drain external objects of sensible
forms—actual redness now reduced to merely physical properties
(whatever those may be) that cause the sensation of redness in
us—then we divest or drain our experiences of those objects of
any objectivity. On the Thomistic view, what ensures the
objectivity and, moreover, the directness of our most basic sensory
states is the formal identity or isomorphism of those states with

30 Ibid., 185-86.

! The move to reduce sensible qualities to physical properties is, of course, not unique to
modern philosophy. In his commentary on Aristotle’s De sensu et sensato, Aquinas notes
Aristotle’s criticism of Democritus and other “Ancients,” first for reducing all sensible objects
to objects of touch. According to Aristotle, this would mean that any sensory power (which
is distinguished according to the object) would be touch; which is obviously false, “because
other senses perceive through an external medium, and touch does not” (De Sensu et Sensato
10.4422a29). The broader argument here (De Sensu et Sensaro 10.442b13) is that since sensory
powers are distinguished according to their objects, reducing proper sensibles to common
sensibles (e.g., size an dshape) eliminates the distinctness and the hierarchy of the senses (e.g.,
reducing flavor to shapes makes taste more disposed for discerning shapes rather than sight,
which is false). See Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s “On Sense and What Is
Sensed” and “On Memory and Recollection,” trans. Kevin White and Edward M. Macierowski
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2005).
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the sensible features or forms that things actually possess. Take
away sensible form, and formal causality in sensation is no longer
at work. It once again becomes a mystery how mere efficient
causality can produce sense experiences that bear on external
objects, and actually terminate in the sensible features those
objects possess.

The shorthand of this is that epistemological realism and
metaphysical realism go hand-in-hand: more specifically, what
grounds realism in epistemology is realism in metaphysics (or
ontology). To put this same point another way, it is the objectivity
of sensible forms—that is, the objective existence of real colors,
sounds, flavors, etc. that are qualitatively unique and distinct—
that grounds the objectivity of our sensations of those forms. The
move here is not to populate the world with what Pasnau calls
“mysterious qualities,” and thereby unnecessarily inflate a certain
metaphysical picture of reality, in order to offer an explanatory
account for realism in epistemology and specifically sense
experience. As we have already seen, while ‘form’ is an irreducibly
metaphysical category (sensible forms really do exist in things), it
is not exclusively a metaphysical category: sensible forms are
equally “at home” in the world, in the senses, and in the medium
that connects them. Thus, in understanding and explaining
sensory cognition, the Thomist does not first posit the existence
of sensible forms in the world and then offer an epistemology of
how we gain access to those forms. This mistaken move already
puts cognitive subjects and the world at a distance; it places the
world outside of our cognitive reach, and thereby indeed
threatens to shroud the world itself—and hence the sensible forms
or qualities contained therein—in an inaccessible mystery. Instead,
the Thomist begins with the unity of cognitive subjects and the
world in sensation (what modern epistemology in general
sunders), and hence the unity of sense and sensibilia in sensation,
and then explains that unity in terms of form (as well as formal
causality). Or again: instead of beginning with a metaphysics that
makes sensible forms or qualities wholly alien to us and our
cognitive grasp, the Thomist begins with our cognitive grasp of
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those forms or qualities in sensation—forms or qualities that are
already familiar to us—and then explains that sensory grasp in
terms of form (as well as formal causality).*

This constitutes a partial response to the bias against the real
existence of sensible forms (or at least the move to render them
inescapably and inaccessibly mysterious), but more needs to be
said. What exactly is the nature of sensible form, and is sensible
form at all intelligible from a more modern or contemporary
philosophical perspective? According to Aquinas, a sensible form
or quality is “actual” in two ways:

(1) So far as the object is actually being sensed, i.e., when its likeness is affecting
the sense-organ. In this way a sound is actual when it is heard. (2) So far as the
object actually is such that it can be sensed, but is such simply in its own
objective being, outside the senses. And in this way the other sense-objects, color,
odor, savor, etc. exist actually in colored or odorous or savorable bodijes.”

Two important points emerge from this passage. First, sensible
forms are actual in our sensing them, and “in this way a sound is
actual when it is heard.” Second, sensible forms (other than
sound) are actual insofar as they can be sensed or perceived by us,
even if they are not actually being sensed or perceived by us (e.g.,
it is the nature of colors to be visible). This may lead us to align
Aquinas’s view with modern ‘dispositionalism’, the view that
sensible forms are simply dispositions to produce the requisite
sensations in us.’* Yet, according to Aquinas, while sensible forms

* T am thankful to Tim Noone and others for emphasizing this point in response to a
version of this paper I gave at the annual meeting of the American Catholic Philosophical
Association (Society for Medieval and Renaissance Philosophy session), Granville, Ohio,
October 27-29, 2006.

211 De Anima, lect. 16 (441).

** The dispositionalist position (classically attributed to John Locke) should be familiar to
those also broadly familiar with debates in the epistemology and metaphysics of sense
perception, although, in giving an exposition of it and criticizing it, I am relying on
Christopher A. Decaen’s analysis in “The Viability Of Aristotelian-Thomistic Color Realism,”
The Thomist 65 (2001): 179-222. Amongst modern commentators, Anthony Kenny may be
guilty of equating Aquinas’s account of sensory cognition with dispositionalism, even though
he is trying to do justice to Aquinas’s realism. He writes, “Now a sensory faculty, such as that
of taste, is nothing but the power to do such things as taste the sweetness of sweet objects. And
the sensory property, sweetness, is nothing but the power to taste sweet to a suitable taster.
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are indeed able to affect us in certain ways (even when they are
not actually being sensed by us), they still enjoy an objective
existence (or “objective being”) apart from our sensing them. For
this reason, sensible forms cannot be defined solely in terms of the
ways in which they affect our senses, or in terms of their ability to
make us sense them in a certain way.

Here, then, is where the incompatibility with dispositionalism
lies. On the one hand, defining sensible forms as dispositions to
produce the requisite sensations in us obscures their objectivity
and hence independence from the way in which we sense them.
On the other hand, even if we grant the dispositionalist that
sensory forms or qualities are objective, defining sensible forms as
dispositions still obscures the objectivity of sensation itself, insofar
as it once again undermines our confidence that the way in which
we sense the world—or are disposed to sense the world—is in fact
the way the world objectively is. Redness, for example, really
exists in external objects, but not only in the sense that it is
capable of producing the visual sensation of redness in us. For the
Thomist, the redness we see in ordinary visual sensation is the
same redness that causes the visual sensation of redness in us
(which means ‘redness-for-us’ and ‘redness-in-things’ are formally
the same). Again, it is the isomorphism of our sensory states with
external reality that explains and ensures their objectivity.

The move here to define sensible forms as objective, non-
relational properties of objects may seem to lead us back towards
physicalism, which defines such forms as purely physical
phenomena, or quantitative properties of external objects. But as
we have already seen, a strict physicalism that reduces sensible
forms such as colors to physical properties—in the case of colors,
reflective properties embedded in an external object’s surface—is
beset by intractable epistemological difficulties similar to the

Thus we can agree that the property in action is one and the same thing as the faculty in
operation, though the power to taste and the power to be tasted are of course two very
different things, the one in the sugar and the other in the animal. The sweetness of X just is
the ability of X to taste sweet. (Of course it is related to various chemical properties and
constituents of X; but that relation is a contingent one, to be discovered by empirical
research)” (Anthony Kenny, Aquinas on Mind [New York: Routledge, 1993], 35-36).
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difficulties that plague dispositionalism. Christopher Decaen
effectively makes this point in a recent article:

Once the principle of physicalism is posited—that colors [for example] are
nothing more than “physical,” that is, quantitative properties—it becomes
difficult to discern how this view can avoid having any anti-realistic core. Any
comprehensive reductionism must eliminate the thing reduced; this would
abandon altogether the Aristotelian-Thomistic view of color, where nature is
more rich, more diverse, than the metrically oriented physicalist takes it to be.
Put another way, if color is in reality a microphysical quality though it does not
appear as such, then the physicalist must say that colors are seen but not as
colors. Since the color is really the microphysical property, the color is seen only
indirectly, per accidens, by means of an appearance of an essentially different
order—color is merely what underlies an experience. The physicalist, by
distinguishing a color from its appearance or phenomenology, is forced to say
either that the per se object of sight is not the color but the appearance itself, or
that vision simply has no per se object. Either way color becomes invisible. To
Aristotle and St. Thomas, this should be dismissed as patently false.”

In other words, if sensible forms such as colors are reducible to
microphysical properties—which makes them undetectable by
ordinary empirical observation—then they cannot be sensed by us
directly; even in veridical sensation they must remain hidden or
invisible. What we see directly are not particular colors “in
themselves” but rather mere phenomenological features that
underlie our visual sensations of those colors: the appearances of
those colors to us. Properly speaking, then, according to a strict
physicalism, we do not see colors at all. Physicalism not only
devolves into a gross anti-realism; it cannot acknowledge the
seemingly obvious fact (honored by Aquinas and Aristotle) that we
can and do see the true nature of colors themselves.

This is not to say that sensible forms have no place within
modern physics. While sensible forms are not reducible to
microphysical or quantitative properties, they certainly bear some
ontological relation to them. According to Decaen, ‘primitivism’
tries to explain this relationship in terms of ‘supervenience’, so
that sensible forms such as colors are ontologically dependent on

% Decaen, “The Viability of Aristotelian-Thomistic Color Realism,” 204.
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or correlated with specific microphysical properties.”® But the
nature of this relationship suffers from an explanatory ambiguity:
how exactly are colors and microphysical properties (two differ-
ent orders of qualities) ontologically interdependent or cor-
relative? The answer lies not within modern physics, but (perhaps
not surprisingly) within Thomistic metaphysics:

Herein lies the connection between colors as the immediate objects of sensation
and the quantitative microphysical properties of surfaces that are correlated with
individual species of colors. While the two are essentially distinct from each
other, they are related such that the former is to the latter as an accident to its
proper subject, as form to matter. This allows Aristotle and St. Thomas to join
the primitivists in rejecting color’s identification with, and carte blanche
reduction to, microphysical properties, while at the same time giving a greater
intelligibility to what the physicalists and dispositionalists criticize as an ad hoc
and contingent correlation between color and the microphysical. From a
Aristotelian-Thomistic perspective, the notion of supervenience can be replaced
by the idea that colors are related to their microphysical subjects as form to
matter.”’

For Aquinas, external objects are composites of matter and form:
matter exists in potentiality to form, and form is the actualizing
principle of matter. Moreover, the form (whether substantial or
accidental) of an external object of sense only inheres in matter;
such form cannot exist without matter. Thus, as Decaen also
argues, a sensible form (e.g., color), gua physical accident, must
include in its definition a particular material principle or subject
(e.g., surface and its constitutive microphysical properties) in
which it is a present as a form, and without which it cannot be
found.’® Thomistic metaphysics is therefore inclusive (it makes
room for primary and secondary qualities, or quantity and quality,
matter and form) without being reductive.

% Tbid., 200-202.
37 Ibid., 206.
38 Ibid., 205-6.
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IV. SENSORY COGNITION AND DIRECT REALISM:
COMMON SENSIBLES, THE COMMON SENSE, AND PHANTASMS

A) Common Sensibles

Having considered Aquinas’s account of the role of the
external senses in enabling direct sensory cognition of proper
sensibles, we are now in a position to consider other key aspects
of his account of sensory cognition and their specific bearing on
interpreting Aquinas as a direct realist. First, we nfeed to consider
how far his commitment to direct realism extends. Does it pertain
solely to the cognition of proper sensibles, or does it also include
the cognition of common sensibles? Aquinas explicitly states that
common sensibles, like proper sensibles, are sensible per se; and
yet he also claims that “strictly speaking, only the special sense-
objects are directly perceived [proprie per se sensibilial, for the
very essence and definition of each sense consists in its being
naturally fitted to be affected by some such special object proper
to itself.””” It seems, for example, that size is only seen insofar as
the colors that inhere in objects that have size are seen; thus, it
may appear as if common sensibles such as size only can be seen
indirectly, or per accidens.*® Furthermore, Aquinas says that
common sensible objects, like accidental sensible objects (and
unlike proper sensible objects), are not sensed infallibly, which
leaves room for further error, and hence lack of veridicality, in
the cognition of common sensibles.*!

While these claims may suggest that Aquinas has to modify, if
not abandon, his commitment to direct realism regarding the
cognition of common sensibles, other claims show otherwise. He
reminds us, first, that “sensation is a being acted upon and altered

11 De Anima, lect. 13 (387).

* See I De Anima, lect. 13 (388).

HIn IV Metaphys., lect. 12 (673), Aquinas writes, “while a sense may make a mistake
about common and accidental sense objects, it does not do this with regard to its proper
sensible object, except perhaps when the sensory organ is indisposed.” See Thomas Aquinas,
Commentary on Aristotle’s “Metaphysics, “trans. John P. Rowan, rev. ed. (Notre Dame: Dumb
Ox Books, 1995).
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in some way,” and that, “whatever, then, affects the faculty in,
and so makes a difference to, its own proper reaction and
modification has an intrinsic relation to that faculty and can be
called a sense-object in itself or absolutely.”** Second, he argues
that “an object may affect the faculty’s immediate reaction in two
ways:” in one way, in respect to the agent or cause of sensation,
namely, proper sensibles, that causally inform the senses, and
consequently differentiate our sensations of colors, sounds,
flavors, etc.; in a second way, in respect to the kind of impression
that the agent makes on the senses. He writes:

For as sense-qualities affect the senses corporeally and locally, they do so in
different ways, if they are qualities of large or small bodies, or are diversely
situated, i.e. near, or far, or together, or apart. And it is thus that the common
sensibles differentiate sensation.*”

Moreover, in the Summa Theologiae, he argues that the likeness
(similitudo) of common sensibles, like the likeness of proper
sensibles, but unlike the likeness of things sensed accidentally, is
present in the senses directly and “of its own nature.”

The knowledge of things by the senses is in proportion to the existence of their
likeness in the senses; and the likeness of a thing can exist in the senses in three
ways. In the first way, primarily and of its own nature, as in sight there is the
likeness of colors, and of other sensible objects proper to it. Secondly, of its own
nature, though not primarily; as in sight there is the likeness of shape, size, and
of other sensible objects common to more than one sense. Thirdly, neither
primarily nor of its own nature, but accidentally, as in sight, there is the likeness
of a man, not as man, but in so far as it is accidental to the colored object to be
a man.**

Aquinas’s claims here amount to the following. What ensures
direct realism in sensation is formal causality, or sensible forms
inhering in the senses, thereby conforming our senses to the
sensible forms or features that external objects actually possess.
This pertains primarily to proper sensibles. But the impressions

*2 11 De Anima, lect. 13 (393).
B 11 De Anima, lect. 13 (394).
*8Th1,q.17, a. 2.
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proper sensibles make on the senses—the way in which they
actually inform the senses—differ according to the way in which
proper sensibles inhere in external objects: that is, whether they
are qualities of objects that are large or small, or are “diversely
situated” near or far, together or apart. What properly informs
the senses, then, are not sensible forms considered in isolation,
but the sensible forms of external objects that are structured by
proper sensibles and common sensibles. For example, what
informs the eye, and unites us to a given object of sight, is not
redness considered in isolation, but the redness of a large object
versus the redness of a small object; or the redness of a round
object versus the redness of a square object. As suitably informed,
or impressed, sensations of external objects unite us to the proper
and common sensibles that external objects possess (even if, as
Aquinas claims, we can be mistaken about common sensibles,
rather than proper sensibles, even in normal cognitive
circumstances). I take Aquinas here to be accounting for an
important feature of sensory experience: we do not simply see red
things; we see red things that differ in size, shape, and number.
Sensible form, whether proper to one sensory power or common
to multiple sensory powers, constantly impresses itself on our
senses in rich and varied ways; consequently, our sensory
experience of the world is rich and varied.

B) The Common Sense

Our sensory experience of the world is, moreover, unified.
Aquinas recognizes this fact. He argues that all sensory cognition
of external objects via the five external sensory powers terminates
in a further power of ‘inner’ sense, namely, the ‘common’ sense,
which serves as the “common root and principle” of all of the
external senses.” According to Aquinas, the common sense is a
sensory cognitive power that both enables us to discriminate
between varying sense objects and makes us aware of what we are

¥ 8Th1,q.78,a.4,ad 1.
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sensing (e.g., one “sees that he sees”).* Through the operation of
the common sense, we are able to discern white from sweet;
through visual sensation alone, we are only able to discern white
from green. That the common sense enables us to make such
comparisons also suggests—as Aquinas explicitly claims—that we
can be aware of the very act of sensing, a feat impossible for the
external senses alone.

The ability of the common sense to discriminate between the
objects of the various senses suggests to Aquinas that there is one
sensory power that enables us to perceive “simultaneously . . .
both objects between which it discriminates.”*” For example, there
must be one sensory power that enables us to see something white
and taste something sweet in a “simultaneous apprehension”—
that is, in a singular act of perception—so that it can in turn
discriminate between, and hence compare, the sensations of
whiteness and sweetness.”® The common sense, as the “root and
source” of all the external senses, therefore ensures that sensory
experience, is not, at any moment, limited to the operation of any
one of the external senses. As the terminus of our sensory powers,
it unites our disparate sensations of proper and common sensibles
into unified perceptions of the world, and therefore ensures that
at any moment of sensation we concurrently see colors and hear
sounds, or smell odors and taste flavors. This claim only
strengthens Aquinas’s commitment to direct realism: because of
the operation of the common sense, our perceptual awareness of
external objects is both direct and unified. We can speak not only
of direct sensory cognitive access to particular sensible forms, but
also direct sensory cognitive access to sensible objects: objects that
possess certain colors, emit certain sounds and fragrances, and
display certain shapes and sizes.

It may seem as if the presence of a further power of inner
sense, namely, the common sense, in addition to our powers of
external sense, is superfluous. But from Aquinas’s point of view,

# Ibid., ad 2.
¥ 111 De Anima, lect. 3 (601).
B 1II De Anima, lect. 3 (605).
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As nature does not fail in necessary things, there must needs be as many actions
of the sensitive soul as may suffice for the life of a perfect animal. If any of these
actions cannot be reduced to the same one principle, they must be assigned to
diverse powers; since a power of the soul is nothing else than the proximate
principle of the soul’s operation.”

Clearly, Aquinas thinks that nature has outfitted us not with
superfluous powers of sense but with necessary powers of
sense—both outer and inner—so that we may properly fulfill our
intended role or felos as cognizers of the external world. The
common sense, to start, clearly plays this role. While the external
senses fulfill their telos by uniting us to their respective proper
sensibles, and common sensibles by way of proper sensibles, the
common sense fulfills its zelos by uniting our disparate sensations
of proper and common sensibles into singular acts of perceptual
awareness. Were we not endowed with this sensory power, our
sensory access to the world clearly would be impoverished.
Pasnau, although he wrongly eschews Aquinas’s metaphysical
commitments, rightly identifies the need for the common sense,
and offers a promising interpretation:

Imagine what it would be like if the various sensory powers did not have some
means for their various impressions to be synchronized. Imagine if, when the
ears heard something, an animal were unable to match that auditory impression
with the visual impression of the surroundings. Imagine if animals could not
discriminate between seeing and not seeing: if they were unable to recognize
when they are not seeing what they are looking for, or when their seeing is
unproductive because of too little light. Clearly, there must be some capacity
within an animal that allows the various sensory impressions to interact. This is
why Aquinas postulates a common sense.*

C) Phantasia and Phantasms

More difficult to account for is the cognitive role of
‘phantasms’—the imagistic ‘similitudes’ or ‘likenesses’ of per-
ceived objects—which are produced by ‘phantasia’, itself a further

¥STh1, q. 78, a. 4.
39 Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 198.
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cognitive power of inner sense.”' Aquinas writes, “just as the
sensing subject is moved by sensible objects, so, in imagining one
is moved by certain appearances called phantasms.”** Now, while
Aquinas is clear that phantasms can be imaginatively produced
apart from the reception of form in the senses (but not without
the initial aid of the senses), the reception of form in the senses
does not occur independently of the production of phantasms.
The “movement” Aristotle associates with the natural functioning
of phantasia in producing phantasms does not occur
independently of sensation, but is “caused by the senses in their
act of sensing.”*> Moreover, the sensible form is received i the
phantasm, given that the phantasm retains and preserves the
sensible form. Aquinas says that “for the retention and
preservation of these forms, the phantasy or imagination is
appointed; which are the same, for phantasy or imagination is as
it were a storchouse of forms received through the senses.”*

So on Aquinas’s view, while the common sense, gua sensory
cognitive capacity, coordinates the various operations of the
external senses, thereby ensuring that our sensory access to the
world is not only direct but unified, phantasia, gua sensory
cognitive capacity, retains and preserves the impressions external
objects make on the external senses. This is not to negate the
obvious and important link phantasms have with occurrent acts of
sensation. Following Aristotle, Aquinas suggests that “imagination
would seem to be one of those cognitive dispositions or powers by
which things are perceived together with their differences,” and
that it “bears only upon things sensed.”’ Moreover, while
certainly more subject to error than the external senses (which are
infallible regarding proper sensibles), phantasia remains “generally
truthful when it arises from the action of the ‘proper sensibles’; I
mean, at least so long as the sensible object is present and the
image-movement is simultaneous with the sense-movement

1STh1,q.78,a.4;STh1,q.79,a.4,ad 4; STh 1, q. 84,a. 7, ad 2.
L1 De Anima, lect. 6 (656).

3 I De Anima, lect. 6 (659).

*STh1,q.78, a. 4.

3 I De Anima, lect. § (638); Il De Anima, lect. 6 (657).
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[quando motus phantasiae est simul cum motu sensus).””® And yet,
unlike the primary telos of the common sense, the primary telos
of phantasia does not seem to be to enhance or strengthen the
cognition of sensible form.’” It is, instead, to process the cognition
of sensible form—veridical sensory states—into lasting sensory
impressions, which in turn serve as a reliable cognitive source or
base for gaining knowledge of the empirical world.

In order to develop this claim, we need to return to Aquinas’s
principal reason for postulating powers of inner sense. We need
these powers in order to fulfill our role or telos as cognizers of the
external world. Aquinas makes an important distinction worth
repeating: “for the reception of sensible forms, the proper sense
and the common sense are appointed. . . . But for the retention
and preservation of these forms, the phantasy or imagination is
appointed; which are the same, for phantasy or imagination is as
it were a storehouse of forms received through the senses.””®
From Aquinas’s point of view, it seems that cognition of sensible
form only requires the operation of the external senses and
common sense; were phantasia also necessary, then he would not
make the distinction between the cognitive role of the external
senses and common sense, on the one hand, and the cognitive role
of phantasia on the other. In short, any appeal to a cognitive
power in addition to the external senses or common sense in
explaining cognition of proper sensibles seems superfluous.
Nature already has generously outfitted us with precisely what we
need. Even if phantasms are generated with veridical sensation,
they are not necessary for veridical sensation.

Interpretive problems loom when we do try to make
phantasms necessary for veridical sensation. Eleonore Stump, for
example, argues that while phantasia serves on one level as a
power of imagination—we can produce phantasms or images of
objects not sensibly present—on another level it contributes
directly to the way in which we sense external objects and, more

S 111 De Anima, lect. 6 (664).

37 Aquinas explicitly states that the imagination apprehends a sensible thing (sensible form)
when that thing is absent, as if it were present (De Verit., q. 1, a. 11).

BSTh1,q. 78, a. 4.
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specifically, to the way in which external objects appear to us. She
writes, “I think we should take phantasia as the cognitive power
that makes things appear to us or that gives us access to the
sensory data taken in by the senses; that is, phantasia is the power
that produces conscious experience which is a component of
ordinary sensing.”’ Without phantasia, she claims, we would be
like blindsight patients who receive visual inputs from the external
world through the senses but who report being blind because that
input is not available to their sensory consciousness. Con-
sequently, “without the phantasms, the sensible species alone
would not produce conscious experience of what is being
sensed.”*® That phantasms are necessary for conscious experience
is an interpretive, not a textual claim; but even as an interpretive
claim it suffers from difficulties. Even if the external senses are
not equipped to produce conscious experience of external objects
of sense—and it is by no means obvious that they are not—then
surely the common sense, to which Aquinas explicitly affords the
power of sensory recognition, is so equipped. Or perhaps the
operation of the external senses and the operation of the common
sense are jointly sufficient to produce conscious experience of
external objects of sense. There seems to be no reason, therefore,
to ascribe this capacity to phantasia, or a view of conscious
experience to Aquinas more generally.

Furthermore, the more we emphasize the role of phantasia and
phantasms in enabling and explaining ordinary sense experience,
the more Aquinas’s commitment to direct realism is put in
jeopardy. If phantasms are produced in addition to our most basic
sensory states, which as suitably informed are already directed on
sensible form, then they further mediate and hence complicate
our sensory access to the empirical world.®’ If phantasms are the

** Eleonore Stump, “Aquinas on the Mechanisms of Cognition: Sense and Phantasia,” in
Stan Ebbesen and Russell L. Friedman, eds., Medieval Analyses in Language and Cognition
(Copenhagen: The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, 1999), 390.

¢ 1bid., 391.

¢! Kenny realizes this: it would be “regrettable” if Aquinas held the view “that external
sense-experience was accompanied by a parallel series of phenomena in the imagination”
(Kenny, Aquinas on Mind, 93).
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end results of further cognitive processing (i.e., cognitively
processed sensory states), then their immediate connection with
the world—already established through the reception of sensible
form in the senses—becomes less clear, and is hence harder to
defend. Aquinas states that since phantasms are generated by the
senses in their act of sensing, they are related to such sensory acts
as effects to causes. And “just because effects, as such, are weaker
than their causes, and the power and impress of an agent is less
and less evident the further away are its effects, therefore
imagination is even more liable to fall into the error which arises
from the dissimilarity between the sense and its object.”® If, as
Aquinas claims, phantasms are less potent and reliable then
ordinary acts of sensation, how could they strengthen the bond
the senses already enjoy with their proper objects? Their role here
seems not only superfluous, but also potentially dangerous.

The interpretive move I am making here is not to denigrate the
veracity of phantasms. It is, instead, to steer us away from making
phantasms necessary components of ordinary sense experience,
which threatens to undermine Aquinas’s commitment to direct
realism. As stated above, the primary role of phantasms is not to
enhance sensory cognition of external objects but rather to retain
and preserve sensory cognition of external objects through further
cognitive processing.”> We now can say the following: while the
external senses and common sense enable immediate cognitive
contact with the external world, phantasia enables sustained
cognitive contact with the external world, even when external
objects of sense are not sensibly present, or acting on the senses.
That the phantasms furnish veridical and reliable sustained
cognitive contact with the external world is clearly due to their
causal connection to the activity of the senses: but this means that
their veridicality and reliability—their being “generally
truthful”—is linked with their ability ongoingly to preserve the
cognitive contact we enjoy through the senses, not with any

2111 De Anima, lect. 6 (664).

¢ Pasnau defends this view in Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 278-84. For a further
defense, that informs my own interpretation more directly, see also Dorothea Frede, “Aquinas
on phantasia,” in Perler, ed., Ancient and Medieval Theories of Intentionality, 155-83.
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special ability to enhance that contact. Nature has ensured this for
our own good. Were we endowed solely with powers of external
sense and a common sense, without the power of phantasia, then
our cognitive contact with the world would be limited to what is
currently impacting our senses. There simply could be no
consistent and comprehensive cognitive contact with the world
over time.**

That this sort of consistent and comprehensive cognitive
contact with the world is necessary becomes even more apparent
when we consider the role of phantasms in enabling and
explaining intellective cognition. Here, then, is where we see the
true felos of phantasia fulfilled. Phantasia furnishes the intellect
with a “storehouse” of sensible forms—both received and
synthesized by phantasia—from which the intellect (and
specifically the ‘agent’ intellect) abstracts intelligible species or
forms. Phantasms, then, serve as a bridge between the world of
sense (i.e., the external world) and the world of thought. Without
the phantasms, the intellect could not fulfill its telos of
apprehending material things as they intelligibly are, which
remains hidden from the senses, given that the senses are directed
on sensible versus intelligible form in things. That phantasms are
particularly suited for serving as a cognitive source for intellective
abstraction, and subsequent apprehension of intelligible form, is
due in part to their greater durability and immateriality (and
therefore closer proximity to the intellect). “Phantasms,” Aquinas
says, “differ from things of sense by their immateriality. For as we
have shown, the senses receive the forms of things immaterially,
and phantasms are nothing but movements started by actual
sensation.”® Moreover, insofar as phantasms furnish sustained
cognitive contact with the external world, beyond occurrent acts
of sensation, they provide a wider and richer base from which the

¢ Frede writes, “phantasiai are an important cognitive source because they remain with
us over time. They make us independent of a constant external supply of sensory information
that is [imited in range and may vary from moment to moment. Our long-term impressions,
by contrast, guarantee that the world we see, hear, and feel is a coherent world” (“Aquinas on
phantasia,” 165-66).

¥ 11l De Anima, lect. 13 (792).
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intellect can abstract intelligible form, and to which it can return,
in order to perceive intelligible form (which is universal) existing
in particular material things.®®

Much more could be said and needs to be said about the
relationship of phantasia and the intellect, as well as the role of
memory and the cogitative power in enabling cognition of the
external world.*” However, given the restraints of this article—
which is a basic explication and defense of Aquinas’s commitment
to direct realism in sensory cognition—I will conclude this section
by making one final point. Aquinas’s commitment to direct
realism undergirds his account of intellective as well as sensory
cognition. Just as the senses, as suitably informed by sensible
form, bear directly on the sensible aspects or features of the
external world, so the intellect (and specifically the ‘possible’
intellect), as suitably informed by intelligible form (according to
the immaterial mode of the intellect), bears directly on the
intelligible features or aspects of the external world. As Aquinas
puts it, “for the sense in act and the intellect in act are the objects
they actually sense or understand.”®® In the former case, efficient
and formal causality, via the passive reception of sensible form in
the senses, ensures direct sensory cognitive access; in the latter
case, formal causality alone, via the abstraction of intelligible form
from the phantasms (and subsequent passive reception of

“STh1,q.85,a.1,ad 5.

7 Aquinas says that both memory and the cogitative power are unique sensory powers
insofar as they “owe their excellence not to that which is proper to the sensitive part; but to
a certain affinity and proximity to the universal reason, which, so to speak, overflows into
them” (STh 1, q. 78, a. 4, ad 5). Frede finds the vis cogitativa to be “something of an
embarrassment for it seems to be an ability that is somehow in between sense-perception and
thought” (Frede, “Aquinas on phantasia,” 170). However, the cogitative power should not be
dismissed so quickly: it plays an important role in Aquinas’s overall account of cognition
insofar as it enables human persons both to recognize and to reason about particular sense
objects, precisely through its interaction with the intellect. According to A. Leo White, the
cogitative power also performs an essential role in determining both which individual acting
on the senses should be considered by the intellect for abstraction as well as how that
individual should be apprehended (whether generically or specifically); see A. Leo White,
“Why the Cogitative Power?” Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association
72 (1998): 213-27.

8 11T De Anima, lect. 13 (788); emphasis added.
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intelligible form in the intellect) along with the generation of
concepts, ensures direct intellective cognitive access. Thus, while
the phantasms do not play a role in enabling the senses direct
access to the external world, they do play a role (qua material
cause) in enabling the intellect’s direct access to the external
world.®” They ensure that thought, whose content is universal,
remains tethered to the particular objects that populate the
external world.”

CONCLUSION

Given the pervasive tendency in modern philosophy to reduce
sense experiences to private episodes of sensory consciousness,
and thereby to distance our cognitive contact with the world
through the senses, direct realism in sensory cognition can be very
hard to explain and defend. However, Aquinas, like Aristotle
before him, offers an attractive and defensible view of sensory
cognition that I claim is not only deeply compatible with direct
realism, but also is explanatory of direct realism. Aquinas operates
with a richer conception of sensible reality as well as a richer
conception of the human person (and brutes, more broadly) as
endowed with the requisite array of sensory powers for cognizing
sensible reality directly. Far from working with an outdated
metaphysics, epistemology, and philosophy of mind (or cognitive
psychology), Aquinas offers the contemporary philosopher—and
hence contemporary metaphysics, epistemology, and philosophy

% Aquinas puts the point this way: “it cannot be said that sensible knowledge is the total
and perfect cause of intellectual knowledge, but rather that it is in a way the material cause”
(STh 1, q. 84, a. 6).

7 See STh1, q. 84, a. 7. This is important, for as Aquinas writes, “the proper object of the
human intellect, which is united to a body, is a quiddity or nature existing in corporeal matter.
... Now it belongs to such a nature to exist in an individual, and this cannot be apart from
corporeal matter: for instance, it belongs to the nature of a stone to be in an individual stone,
and to the nature of a horse to be in an individual horse, and so forth. Wherefore the nature
of a stone or any material thing cannot be known completely and truly, except in as much as
itis known as existing in the individual. Now we apprehend the individual through the senses
and the imagination. And, therefore, for the intellect to understand actually its proper object,
it must of necessity turn to the phantasms in order to perceive the universal nature existing
in the individual.”
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of mind—essential resources for properly understanding the
world, ourselves, and our sensory experiences of the world.”

71 am thankful to Greg Doolan and three anonymous reviewers for The Thomist for the
thoughtful and detailed remarks they made to earlier versions of the content of this paper. I
am also thankful to the editors for allowing me the opportunity to revise the paper in light of
the reviewers’ feedback.
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N HIS INFLUENTIAL Jesus and the Victory of God, N. T.
Wright comments on the relationship between historical-
critical biblical scholarship and theology:

It is a measure of the extent to which the split between history and theology has
dominated recent western Christian thought that writers of all shades of opinion,
from extreme orthodox to extreme radical, have tacitly affirmed that it is
difficult, if not impossible, to hold the two together, especially in talking about
Jesus.!

He finds that those committed to theology often favor a
historically implausible “iconic” Jesus, while those committed to
history tend to assume that their research will “at least seriously
undermine” traditional Christology.” By contrast, Wright hopes
to show that rigorous historical research and rigorous theology
(which in his view must begin without presuppositions) belong
together.

The thesis to which Wright’s historical research leads him is
that Jesus went up to Jerusalem at the outset of the feast of
Passover in order to offer his life as the sacrificial tribulation that
would trigger the eschatological inauguration of the kingdom of
YHWH in holiness. His sacrificial death “would be the new
exodus, the renewal of the covenant, the forgiveness of sins, the

I'N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 7-8.
> Ibid., 8.

379



380 MATTHEW LEVERING

end of exile. It would do for Israel what Israel could not do for
herself. It would thereby fulfil Israel’s vocation, that she should be
the servant people, the light of the world.”” According to Wright,
Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem sought to “enact, symbolize and
personify” the return of YHWH to Zion, to Jerusalem and the
Temple mount.” Jesus planned to enact YHWH’s judgment upon
Israel by his suffering and death, and expected to be vindicated by
YHWH in a manner that would leave neither Israel nor the world
as it was before. Wright argues that, in Jesus’ view, “the moment
had arrived for the great renewal, in which Torah would be
written on people’s hearts.”

If Wright is correct, then one can distinguish four interrelated
ways in which Jesus understood his death. First and foremost, his
death would accomplish the eschatological restoration of Israel.
Second, by freely giving himself up to death, he intended to offer
himself as the perfect sacrifice. Third, his sacrificial death would
restore the holiness (and end the exile) of Israel. Fourth, and
correspondingly, his death would unify Israel and make it the
“light of the world.” Wright observes that Jesus acted as though
“all that the Temple had stood for was now available through
Jesus and his movement.”® Jesus fulfilis Israel’s Temple through
his priestly Pasch.

Given Wright’s interest in the relationship of historical
research and theological inquiry, his project offers an opportunity
for examining anew Aquinas’s theological treatment of Christ’s
priesthood in question 22 of the Tertia Pars. Certainly Aquinas
brings to his analysis a number of doctrinal presuppositions about
Jesus, and he lacks Wright’s knowledge of the Second-Temple
context in which the Gospels were written. Should Aquinas’s

* Ibid., 597. For Wright’s historical approach see also his The New Testament and the
People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992).

* Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 615. As Wright later puts it, “he acted upon a
vocation to do and be for Israel and the world what, according to scripture, only Israel’s god
can do and be” (ibid., 649).

S Thid., 646.

¢Ibid., 436. For interesting, if occasionally overreaching, discussion of Israel’s Temple, see
Margaret Barker, The Gate of Heaven: The History and Symbolism of the Temple in Jerusalem
(London: SPCK, 1991).
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theology of Christ’s priesthood be relegated therefore to the
history of medieval thought, or does it still instruct contemporary
theologians about Jesus” “priestly” role?

In secking to answer this question, I will first ask why Aquinas
considers Jesus to fulfill the role of “priest.” Second, I will
examine Aquinas’s theology of Christ’s priesthood from the
perspective of the four aspects that appear central to Wright’s
account of Christ’s death: eschatological, sacrificial, sanctifying,
and unitive. While Aquinas approaches these aspects of Jesus’
priesthood somewhat differently than from Wright, I will suggest
that question 22 of the Tertia Pars, to which this essay is devoted,
theologically enriches the insights of Wright’s historical research.

I. JESUS THE “PRIEST”

A) Jesus and Israel

Wright locates his understanding of Jesus firmly within the
context of ancient Israel. It is important to recognize that Aquinas
does the same. In asking whether the Messiah should be a priest,
Aquinas gives three reasons why one might answer in the negative.
Each of these reasons expresses a spiritualization of Christ, in
which he is set in opposition to Israel.

The first reason is that Christ is far greater than the angels
(Heb 1:4).” Aquinas quotes Zechariah 3:1, “Then he showed me
Joshua the high priest standing before the angel of the Lord.” The
angel is greater than the high priest of Israel, and the angel, by
contrast to a high priest of Israel, offers no sin-offering or cultic
worship. If the Messiah is far greater than the angels, then surely
the Messiah, too, would stand above the kinds of cultic offerings
the high priest of Israel was consecrated to offer. On this logic,
the Messiah should not descend, as it were, to the level of the
high priests of Israel, who offered bloody sacrifices.® Rather, he

7STh L, q. 22, a. 1, obj. 1.

8 Although some of her exegesis seems a stretch, Margaret Barker has shown that some late
Second-Temple noncanonical texts envision a high priesthood that attains to the rank of the
angels. She comments for example regarding a text from 2 Enoch, “The process of passing
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should raise the level of worship to that of the angels, an
intelligible worship of praise. From the premise that “a priest is
less than an angel,” Aquinas draws the conclusion that “it is
unfitting that Christ should be a priest.””

The second reason is that the Old Testament prefigures the
New, and thus the reality of Christ in the New Testament
surpasses the realities in the Old Testament that prefigured him,
among them the Old Testament priesthood.'® Here Aquinas
quotes Colossians 2:17 (to which we can add 2:16 by way of
context): “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions
of food and drink or with regard to a festival or a new moon or
a sabbath. These are only a shadow of what is to come; but the
substance belongs to Christ.”!" Aquinas points out in this regard

from earthly to heavenly life was indicated by the change of garments, from earthly clothing
to garments of glory, and the oil conferred the Spirit, Wisdom, Divinity. In other words,
Enoch the high priest was resurrected and transformed into an angel by his consecration as
a high priest. It is one of the complications of the Hebrew Scriptures that to consecrate, as in
the English, is literally ‘to make holy’, but Hebrew has the added complication that angels can
be known as holy ones. When a high priest was consecrated, he was literally made into a holy
one. Moses’ radiant face as he came down from Sinai (Exod. 34.29-35) is an early example
of this belief in apotheosis, and also an early example of Moses absorbing the traditions of the
temple” (Margaret Barker, “The Angel Priesthood,” in idem, The Great High Priest: The
Temple Roots of Christian Liturgy [New York: T. & T. Clark, 2003], 103-45, at 129).

® Quotations from Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae are taken from the translation by the
Fathers of the English Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, Inc., 1947). For
discussion of Aquinas’s treatment of Hebrews 1:4 in his Commentary on the Epistle to the
Hebrews, see Antoine Guggenhelim, Jésus Christ, grand prétre de ancienne et de la nouvelle
alliance: Etude du Commentaire de saint Thomas d’Aquin sur IEpitre aux Hébreux (Paris:
Parole et Silence, 2004), 415f. Thomas Weinandy writes of Aquinas’s commentary: “what
Aquinas does do is take seriously the inbuilt logical structure of the Letter to the Hebrews and
in so commenting on the first part of the Letter (chapters 1-10) he clearly articulates two
interrelated aspects that are essential to the Letter’s argument: first, the fulfilment of Old
Testament revelation as found in the supremacy of the Incarnation and, secondly, the ensuing
fulfillment and supremacy of Christ’s priestly sacrifice” (Thomas G. Weinandy, O.F.M.Cap.,
“The Supremacy of Christ: Aquinas’ Commentary on Hebrews,” in Aquinas on Scripture: An
Introduction to His Biblical Commentaries, ed. Thomas G. Weinandy, Daniel A. Keating,, and
John P. Yocum [New York: T. & T. Clark, 2005], 223-44, at 225). On Hebrews 1:4 see ibid.,
230.

10 8Th 111, q. 22, a. 1, obj. 2.

1 Cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Colossians, trans. Fabian Larcher, O.P., ed.
Daniel A. Keating (Naples, Fl.: Sapientia Press, 2006), 65-67 (118-21). Parenthetical numbers
in references to Aquinas refer to paragraph numberse in the Marietti edition.
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that it is significant that Christ did not descend from the tribe of
Levi, to which the hereditary Old Testament priesthood belonged.
Christ is something entirely different from an Old Testament
priest. The implication is that his deeds could not rightly be
described as “priestly,” since this would be to draw him once
more into the ambit of the Old Testament priesthood, and to
confuse the figure with the reality.

The third reason is that under the Old Covenant God in his
wisdom distinguished between lawgivers and priests.'* As Aquinas
remarks, quoting Exodus 28, Moses was lawgiver, whereas his
brother Aaron was priest. Why did God set up this distinction in
his people Israel, if not to reveal something about the Messiah
who was to fulfill and transform the Law of Israel? In this respect
Aquinas quotes the well-known prophecy from Jeremiah 31:33
(to which I add verses 31-32 and 34):

Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I
made with their fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the
land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband, says
the Lord. But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after
those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon
their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer
shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, “Know the
Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the
Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.

The prophecy states that God will act again as lawgiver, but this
time he will inscribe his law in the very heart of each member of
Israel, so that all will know and follow the Lord. The actions of
the lawgiver will suffice to accomplish the forgiveness of sins and
the restoration of a holy people with whom God dwells inti-
mately. If a lawgiver (a new and greater Moses) can accomplish so
much, who needs a new and greater Aaron, a new cultic priest?
The inscription of divine wisdom in the heart, and the action of
bloody cultic sacrifice, are obviously two quite different things.
Since “Christ is the giver of the New Law,” Aquinas concludes

12 8Th 11, q. 22, a. 1, obj. 3.
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that “it is unfitting that Christ should be a priest.” Why would
cultic worship, on the part of Christ or on the part of his
followers, be necessary if God’s wise law of love could be
inscribed directly on the heart? A spiritual worship here seems
entirely to replace cultic worship—as some modern readers of
Jeremiah have also supposed. Although Aquinas does not quote
them at this stage, one might also think of Jesus’ words to the
Samaritan woman in John 4:23-24, “But the hour is coming, and
now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit
and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is spirit,
and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.”

Thus in all three objections raised by Aquinas to the
description of Jesus as a priest the guiding theme is the surpassing
of the carnal mode of the Old Testament by the spiritual mode of
the New—reflected already in the Old Testament through the
ministry of the angels, the prophecies of a Messiah, and the
distinction between priest and lawgiver."

Y For contemporary argumentation that cultic sacrifice, rooted in violence, has been
abolished by Christ, see the work of René Girard and those influenced by him. For Girard’s
approach, see especially his Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1977) and The Scapegoat (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986). For work
on sacrifice by theologians influenced by Girard, see, e.g., Raymond Schwager, Brauchen wir
einen Stindenbock? Gewalt und Erlosung in den biblishen Schriften (Munich: Késel, 1978);
Gil Bailie, Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Crossroads (New York: Crossroad, 1995); S.
Mark Heim, Saved from Sacrifice: A Theology of the Cross (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,
2006). Hans Urs von Balthasar discusses Girard’s approach in Theo-Drama, vol. 4: The Action,
trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 297-313. Balthasar points out
what is fundamentally lacking in Girard’s approach: “God’s forgiveness and the Cross (that
is, the bearing of sin) cannot be left in mutual isolation: they are related. In this case, it will
not be enough to follow Girard and Schwager in demythologizing the Old Testament picture
of God so that he changes from a violent, wrathful God and becomes a powerless God who
does not engage in retribution. What we have, in fact, is a new form of the problem latent in
both Old and New Covenants: What is the relationship between God’s love and his justice,
particularly in the case of the Cross? God’s justice, which Girard never acknowledges as
something primal, is evidently quite different from power. If we recognize this, Anselm’s
presentation of the problem acquires a new significance” (312). Yet Balthasar agrees with
Girard, mistakenly I think, that the incarnate Son is a “scapegoat.” See also Bruce Chilton’s
extended survey and critique of Girard’s view of sacrifice: Bruce Chilton, The Temple of Jesus:
His Sacrificial Program within a Cultural History of Sacrifice, 15-42 and Appendix 1. In
Chilton’s view, the effort to understand sacrifice in any exhaustive fashion is misguided:
“Now that vigorous efforts have been made for better than a century to ‘explain’ sacrifice in
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B) The High Priest of the Letter to the Hebrews

Aquinas’s fundamental answer to these objections comes from
the Letter to the Hebrews, which, he observes, freely uses the
language of “high priest” to depict Christ’s work: “Since then we
have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens,
Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession” (Heb
4:14)." The quotation from Hebrews, however, does not yet set
forth what is meant by ascribing to Jesus a “priesthood.” Aquinas
defines priestly ministry as follows: “The office proper to a priest
is to be a mediator between God and the people: to wit, inasmuch
as He bestows Divine things on the people, wherefore sacerdos
[priest] means a giver of sacred things [sacra dans].”" This priestly
mediation of divine gifting occurs, he goes on to say, in two ways.

First, priestly mediation occurs through faithful communi-
cation of divine teaching: “according to Mal. ii. 7: They shall seck
the law at his, i.e. the priest’s, mouth.” This section of Malachi,
which takes the form of a warning from the Lord, has to do with
the mission of priests to teach the truth about God and about the
covenant of life, and is worth quoting in full:

that manner, that is, by locating a primal or original explanation, and now that no such effort
has won support, there is some practical warrant to consider the possibility that no such
explanation exists” (39). Chilton grants that “violence, its concealment, its justification, and
its propagation are involved within institutions of sacrifice,” but he denies that “violence may
be identified with sacrifice, in both its ritual and mythic components” (ibid., 27).

" See STh I, q. 22, a. 1, sc. On Jesus’ priesthood according to Aquinas’s reading of
Hebrews 9, see Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, part 2, chapter 7. Aquinas focuses on
Christ’s priestly action in discussing Hebrews 9:11-14: see Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand
Prétre, 286-307. See also Gilles Berceville, O.P., “Le sacerdoce du Christ dans le Commentaire
de épitre aux Hébreux de saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 143-58; Mario
Caprioli, O.C.D., “Il sacerdozio di Cristo nella Somma Theologica ¢ nel Commento Super
Epistolam ad Hebraeos,” in Storia del tomismo (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana,
1992), 96-105; Weinandy, “The Supremacy of Christ,” 236-40.

15 8Th 11, q. 22, a. 1. See also Serge-Thomas Bonino, O.P., “Le sacerdoce comme
institution naturelle selon saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 33-57; Gérard
Remy, “Sacerdoce et médiation chez saint Thomas,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 101-18; and
Roger Nutt’s forthcoming essay in Nova et Vetera, English edition, 5 (2007).
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And now, O priests, this command is for you. If you will not listen, if you will
not lay it to heart to give glory to my name, says the Lord of hosts, then I will
send the curse upon you and I will curse your blessings; indeed I have already
cursed them, because you do not lay it to heart. Behold, I will rebuke your
offspring, and spread dung upon your faces, the dung of your offerings, and 1
will put you out of my presence. So shall you know that I have sent this
command to you, that my covenant with Levi may hold, says the Lord of hosts.
My covenant with him was a covenant of life and peace, and I gave them to him,
that he might fear; and he feared me, he stood in awe of my name. True
instruction was in his mouth, and no wrong was found on his lips. He walked
with me in peace and uprightness, and he turned many from iniquity. For the
lips of a priest should guard knowledge, and men should seek instruction from
his mouth, for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts. But you have turned
aside from the way; you have caused many to stumble by your instruction; you
have corrupted the covenant of Levi, says the Lord of hosts, and so I make you
despised and abased before all the people, inasmuch as you have not kept my
ways but have shown partiality in your instruction. (Mal 2:1-9)

One form of the priestly mediation of divine gifting, therefore,
consists in the communication of divine instruction or teaching.
The second form involves the mediation of human offerings to
God, both thanksgiving/praise/petition offerings and sin offerings.
Following Hebrews, Aquinas states that a priest

offers up the people’s prayers to God, and, in a manner, makes satisfaction to
God for their sins; wherefore the Apostle says (Heb. v. 1): Every high-priest
taken from among men is ordained for men in the things that appertain to God,
that he may offer up gifts and sacrifices for sins.'®

These “gifts and sacrifices,” even when offered by human beings,
come from God in the sense that God creates and sustains
everything in being. The very offering of these “gifts and
sacrifices,” furthermore, is an exercise in divine gifting because
the offering does not change God, but rather changes the offerers
vis-a-vis God. God gifts us by enabling us to offer our gifts to him.

16 STh I, q. 22, a. 1. For discussion of Aquinas’s treatment of this verse in his
Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, comparing Christ’s priesthood to the Aaronic
priesthood, see Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 159-67. See also Albert Vanhoye, S.J.,
Old Testament Priests and the New Priest According to the New Testament, trans. J. Bernard
Orchard, O.S.B. (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1986]), 116-20. Vanhoye argues
that the text describes the high priesthood, not the Jewish priesthood in general.
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In turn, our sacrifices to God aim to restore us to justice and
holiness, so that we can dwell with God.

If this is what the Letter to the Hebrews means by the fullness
of the priestly office—namely, mediating God’s gifting and the
people’s (healing and deifying) participation in this gifting—
Christ, says Aquinas, fulfills this office most perfectly.'” Just as the
Levitical priests taught the Torah and offered sacrifices on behalf
of the people, Christ mediates the divine gifts to us both by his
teaching and by his offering of the perfect sacrifice on the Cross.
To describe this twofold work, Aquinas turns to two biblical texts:

For through Him are gifts bestowed on men, according to 2 Pet. i. 4: By Whom
(i.e. Christ) He bath given us most great and precious promises, that by these you
may be made partakers of the Divine Nature. Moreover, He reconciled the
human race to God, according to Col. i. 19,20: In Him (i.e. Christ) it hath well
pleased (the Father) that all fullness should dwell, and through Him to reconcile
all things unto Himself."®

Through Christ’s priesthood, human beings become “partakers
of the divine nature” and are reconciled to God. Thus Christ is
the perfect priest, and indeed the only priest who can truly

Y7 For further discussion see Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., “Le sacerdoce du Christ dans la
Somme de théologie,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 75-100; Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand
Prétre, especially part 3; Vanhoye, Old Testament Priests and the New Priest according to the
New Testament, 133-36 and elsewhere. As perfect, Christ’s priesthood transcends the
priesthood of the Old Testament, which could only prefigure it: his priesthood is not a
continuation of the Levitical priesthood. Yet neither does his priesthood negate the Levitical
priesthood, since the latter participates in its fulfillment in Christ.

8 $Th T, q. 22, a. 1. For Aquinas’s account of deification, see Daniel A. Keating,
“Justification, Sanctification and Divinization in Thomas Aquinas,” in Thomas G. Weinandy,
Daniel A. Keating, and John P. Yocum, Aquinas on Doctrine: A Critical Introduction (New
York: T & T Clark, 2004), 139-58. Keating remarks, “It is noteworthy that among the several
citations of 2 Pet. 1:4 in the Summa, the densest concentration appears in his Treatise on
Grace. . . . Here we see quite clearly that Thomas’ doctrine of grace is, in fact, a doctrine of
divinization whereby God deifies the soul by granting to it (through Christ) a participation in
his very nature. The biblical account of our new nature—of the new creation in Christ—is in
fact at the centre of Aquinas’ concern. By the power of the Holy Spirit, we are regenerated
and given a new nature in Christ, enabling us to live a new way of life characterized
principally by charity. For Thomas, this new, graced nature is our participation in the divine
life” (154). See also A. N. Williams, The Ground of Union: Deification in Aquinas and Palamas
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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accomplish the mediation of divine gifting—healing and
deification’”—that God wills to bestow. Because of who Christ is,
he is able to mediate these divine gifts through his human actions.
As the Letter to the Hebrews emphasizes, he mediates divine gifts
with an efficacy that far exceeds what a merely human, and thus
sinful and weak, priest could achieve.

The power that enables Christ to be such a priest requires
explanation. Aquinas offers such an explanation in his replies to
the three objections, which, as we recall, focused upon the idea
that the Messiah should entirely transcend the carnal and cultic
office suggested by the term “priest.”

With respect to the first objection, Aquinas notes, following
Pseudo-Dionysius, that the angels, too, possess “hierarchical
power.”?® Hierarchical power in this sense is not the power to
dominate, but the power to teach, heal, and uplift. It is the true
meaning of “power.” But how could Jesus, as a human priest,
possess more hierarchical power than the angels, as Hebrews
claims? Aquinas responds that “Christ was greater than the angels,
not only in His Godhead, but also in His humanity, as having the
fullness of grace and glory.”?! That is to say, by the indwelling of
the Holy Spirit transforming his human nature, Christ received
hierarchical power. The Holy Spirit, whom in the Prima Pars
Aquinas names as “Love” and “Gift,”** bestows hierarchical
power upon Christ. This power is the power to mediate divine

¥ The themes of “image-restoration” (healing) and “image-perfection” (deification) recur
throughout Romanus Cessario, O.P., The Godly Image: Christ and Satisfaction in Catholic
Thought from Anselm to Aquinas (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1990). See also
idem, “Aquinas on Christian Salvation,” in Weinandy, Keating, and Yocum, eds., Aquinas on
Doctrine, 117-37. As Cessario notes in the latter essay, “the essentially cruciform pattern of
Christian life harmonizes the themes of image-perfection and satisfactory suffering” (127).

R STh1, q. 22,a. 1, ad 1.

* Tbid.

2 See STh1, q. 36, a. 151, qq. 37-38; as well as Augustine, De Trinitate, books 5 and 15.
See also the extraordinarily rich biblical reflection on these Augustinian names for the Spirit
in Joseph Ratzinger, “The Holy Spirit as Communion: On the Relationship between
Pneumatology and Spirituality in the Writings of Augustine,” in idem, Pilgrim Fellowship of
Faith: The Church as Communion, ed. Stephan Otto Horn and Vinzenz Pfniir, trans. Henry
Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 38-59.
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gifting, divine love. Because the degree of transformation of his
human nature by the indwelling Holy Spirit makes his human
nature greater than any graced angelic nature, Christ, according
to Aquinas, “had the hierarchical or priestly power in a higher
degree than the angels, so that even the angels were ministers of
His priesthood.”” It is evident that we are dealing with an
understanding of priestly power far different from what the
understanding of power would be if the Holy Spirit were not the
source of Christ’s power. Following Hebrews 2:9, which teaches
that Jesus “for a little while was made lower than the angels,”
Aquinas observes that Jesus’ passibility makes him like “those
wayfarers who are ordained to the priesthood.””*

Yet can “hierarchical power,” understood as the mediation of
kenotic divine gifting, withstand “power as domination”? On the
Cross, Christ gives the divine answer: true hierarchical power will
accomplish its work of mediation despite the most devastating
abuses that worldly power, the distortion of love and gift, can
devise. If this were not so, the forgiveness of sins would lose its
warrant. This explains Aquinas’s replies to the second and third
objections. Aquinas differentiates Jesus® priesthood from that of
others because “Christ, as being the Head of all, has the
perfection of all graces”—thereby holding that Jesus stands above
the Old Testament priesthood and unifies in himself the offices of
priest, prophet/lawgiver, and king.” Aquinas thereby supposes not

B SThTI, q. 22, a. 1, ad 1. See also Albert Vanhoye, S.J., “The Expectation of a Great
High Priest in Messianic Times,” in idem, Old Testament Priests and the New Priest according
to the New Testament, 43-47.

¥ STh1I, q. 22, a. 1, ad 1. See Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 131-39.

¥ See SThH 111, q. 22, a. 1, ad 2 and 3. See also Benoit-Dominique de La Soujeole, O.P.,
“Les tria munera Christi: Contribution de saint Thomas 3 la recherche contemporaine,” Revue
Thomiste 99 (1999): 59-74; Yves Congar, O.P., “Sur la trilogie: Prophete-roi-prétre,” Revue
des sciences philosophiques et théologiques 67 (1983): 97-115. For Christ as prophet, priest,
and king in Hebrews according to Aquinas’s commentary, see Guggenheim, Jésus Christ,
Grand Prétre, 535. Regarding Christ’s tria munera and believers’ participation in them, see
also Herwi Rikhof, “Thomas on the Church: Reflections on a Sermon,” in Weinandy,
Keating, and Yocum, eds., Aquinas on Doctrine (New York: T. & T. Clark, 2004), 204-5.
Rikhof observes, “Thomas refers to the triplet priest-king-prophet. He uses it to explain the
name ‘Christ’. He also uses it to indicate the dignity or excellence of Christ, with an emphasis
on his sanctifying work. Moreover, he uses the triplet with regard to the Christian and
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that Jesus will dominate over the worldly, but only that the
Christological mediation of divine gifting will not be rendered
“powerless” but instead will be shown to be powerful despite
operating in the very midst of sin. As St. Paul puts it, “where sin
increased, grace abounded all the more, so that, as sin reigned in
death, grace also might reign through righteousness to eternal life
through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 5:20-21).

IL. JESUS’ PRIESTLY WORK: FOUR ASPECTS

For Aquinas as for Wright, then, Jesus’ priestly action locates
him within the context of Israel, even as he also transcends this
context. Recall now the four aspects of Jesus’ priestly action, his
“hierarchical power,” that we noted in Wright: eschatological,
sacrificial, sanctifying, and unitive. In what ways does question 22
of the Tertia Pars enrich our understanding of these dimensions
of Jesus’ priestly action?

A) An Eschatological Action

Contemporary biblical scholars use the word “eschatological”
in accord with the meaning it had in Second-Temple Judaism,
where it meant ushering in, through the Day of YHWH, the
messianic age of the restoration of Israel as a holy people who
dwell with God. Does any comparable notion play a role in
Aquinas’s theology of Christ’s priesthood? For Aquinas, Christ’s
priestly action inserts time (created and fallen, and in Christ
redeemed and elevated) into divine eternity, into the life of the

indicates a relationship between the two anointings. Again, one can perceive here a connection
with Lumen Gentium, or rather with the Codex which translates Vatican II's insights within
its definition of the christifideles: by baptism the faithful participate in the threefold task of
Christ” (ibid., 205). In a footnote, Rikhof notes that, given the absence of any reference to
Christ’s anointing in the Summa Theologiae’s question on Christ’s priesthood, “It seems
therefore stretching the evidence too far if one argues that Thomas presents a more or less
complete munus triplex doctrine” (ibid., 222 n. 26). The reality of the munus triplex is present
in Aquinas’s account of Christ’s person and work, but a complete doctrine, if by that one
means a systematic elucidation, is lacking.
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triune God.*® Christ’s priestly action thus marks the everlasting
presence of God among his people, YHWH’s permanent “return
to Zion.””’

One of the key problems for an “eschatological” understanding
of Jesus’ words and deeds in Israel, however, is that little seems to
have changed after his death and resurrection.”® It comes as no

% See Matthew L. Lamb, “The Eschatology of St. Thomas Aquinas,” in Weindandy,
Keating, and Yocum, eds., Aguinas on Doctrine, 225-40. Lamb writes, “The sapiential
eschatology of Aquinas, building upon patristic eschatologies, understands the eschatological
and apocalyptic passages in Scripture as revealing the transformation of the whole of creation
so that it fully manifests the divine wisdom, beauty and goodness. This contrasts with those
who view these passages as involving or portending widespread devastation or ultimate doom.
A wisdom approach indicates clearly how what is catastrophic from the viewpoint of this
world is only the purification needed for transition to the kingdom of God™ (ibid., 236).

% For a historical-critical defense of Wright’s claims about the ongoing exile and the
eschatological restoration inaugurated by Jesus, see Craig A. Evans, “Jesus and the Continuing
Exile of Israel,” in Carey C. Newman, ed., Jesus and the Restoration of Israel: A Critical
Assessment of N. T. Wright’s “Jesus and the Victory of God” (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity
Press, 1999), 77-100. Evans comments, “It is interesting to reflect on Jesus’ use of traditions
from Daniel, Zechariah and Isaiah. All three of these books play a major role in Jesus’
theology; and all three reflect periods of exile in the life and history of Israel. Daniel reflected
an exilic perspective, ostensibly the Babylonian exile but in reality the Seleucid period of
oppression and terror. Zechariah stems from the exilic period and entertains hopes that
Israel’s kingdom will be restored under the leadership of the ‘two sons of oil’ (Zech
4:14)—Zerubbabel of Davidic descent and Joshua the High Priest. Second Isaiah calls for a
new exodus and a new Israel, which he dubs the ‘servant’ of the Lord. Jesus’ use of these
books, indeed his being informed and shaped by them, is very revealing. It strongly suggests
that Jesus identified himself and his mission with an oppressed Israel in need of redemption
and that he himself was the agent of redemption. He was the Danielic ‘Son of Man’ to whom
kingdom and authority were entrusted. He was the humble Davidic king of Zechariah’s vision
who entered the temple precincts and offered himself to the High Priest and took umbrage
at temple polity. And, of course, he was the eschatological herald of Second Isaiah who
proclaimed the ‘gospel’ of God’s reign and the new exodus” (ibid., 99-100).

%8 This is the point that Dale C. Allison, Jr., presses in his response to Wright’s Jesus and
the Victory of God {“Jesus and the Victory of the Apocalyptic,” in Newman, ed., Jesus and the
Restoration of Israel, 126-41). Allison sees no reason to assume that the eschatological
descriptions of cosmic change employed by Jesus and his followers were intended
metaphorically. For Allison, Jewish apocalyptic prophecies (including those of Jesus) remain
radically unfulfilled by Jesus: “The last have not become first, nor have the meek inherited the
earth. Maybe, in the person of Jesus, we can speak of the initial or proleptic victory of God.
But that victory remains agonizingly incomplete, and we cannot, if I may so put it, yet speak
of the victory of the apocalyptic” (ibid., 141). Wright responds to this concern: “An
eschatological reading of Jesus demands, I believe, that we get used to thinking in terms of the
dialectic between achievement and implementation” (“In Grateful Dialogue: A Response,” in
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surprise, for instance, that Albert Schweitzer’s view that Jesus died
expecting the end of the world, given that the world did not end
in any evident sense, tended for some time to dampen enthusiasm
for Schweitzer’s insights into Jesus’ “eschatological” worldview.”
Yet for Wright and Aquinas, Jesus’ priestly action is better
understood as the beginning of the eschatological “day” rather
than the “end of the world.” Recall Zechariah’s announcement
that the “day of the Lord” (Zech 14:1), a day of profound
tribulation and restoration, will inaugurate “continuous day (it is
known to the Lord), not day and not night, for at evening time
there shall be light” (Zech 14:7).

Does Christ’s priestly action constitute a “continuous day,” a
mediation of the divine gifting that endures forever? Aquinas
prepares his affirmative response by noting three reasons why the
answer might be no. The first objection states that Christ’s priestly
action cannot be eschatological because it has no part in the
eschaton. Christ’s action does not pour out eschatological
blessings, but rather at best prepares for the eschaton. In this
respect Aquinas quotes Isaiah 60:21, “Your people shall all be
righteous.” While this may come about through Christ’s priestly
action, that action has no place in it, because “those alone need
the effect of the priesthood who have the weakness of sin.”*° The
saints in heaven do not have the weakness of sin, while those in
hell can no longer benefit from priestly expiation. On this view,
a radical divide exists between historical redemption, to which
Jesus’ work belongs, and the eschaton. The messianic age is here
separated radically from the work of the Messiah. The Messiah
might have “eschatological” intentions, but no continuity exists
between the Messiah’s work to usher in the eschaton and the

Newman, ed., Jesus and the Restoration of Israel, 244-77, at 272; cf. 261-72 for Wright's full
discussion), although Wright seems to have primarily this-worldly ethical implementation in
mind.

% On Schweitzer’s views see the different readings of Allison and Wright in Newman, ed.,
Jesus and the Restoration of Israel, 129-30, 262.

0 STh I, q. 22, a. 5, obj. 1. This article takes up the question, “Whether the priesthood
of Christ endures for ever?”
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eschaton itself. Jesus’ Cross, on this view, is not an eternally
significant event.

The second and third objections likewise limit Jesus’ priestly
action in accord with the limitations of its historical plane.
Granted that Jesus’ priesthood “was made manifest most of all in
His passion and death, when by His own blood He entered into
the Holies (Heb. ix. 12),” one can observe that Jesus died once
and rose from the dead.’® Therefore Jesus was once a priest and
is such no longer, since he dies no longer but instead enjoys
everlasting life. Likewise, since a priest mediates the divine gifting,
Jesus is priest as a man, not as God. In his human nature, Jesus
can mediate to other human beings; in his divine nature, he can
act directly in the bestowal of divine gifts, in an unmediated
fashion. Priestly mediation belongs to Jesus as man. Aquinas
points out, however, that for three days, Jesus’ body and soul
were separated in death. One cannot call a separated soul a
“man,” nor can one call a corpse a “man.” During this period of
death, then, Jesus could not have acted as a priest; and thus his
priestly act does not instantiate a “continuous day,” but instead
marks a historical rupture, whatever its other effects. His priestly
action could not itself be fully “eschatological,” because his
priestly action and the eschaton are disjoined. In a nutshell, his
death has no place in the eschaton.

The position of the objectors sounds rather like that of some
contemporary biblical scholars. If Jesus envisioned his death as the
trigger for the eschatological age, the “eschaton” itself—the
restoration of Israel—would involve not his death but his
triumphant vindication, when he will eat and drink once more
with his followers. As he says to his disciples after giving them the
wine as his “blood of the covenant” at the Last Supper, “Truly, T
say to you, I shall not drink again of the fruit of the vine until that
day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God” (Mark 14:25).
It must be emphasized, then, that Aquinas affirms that the fullness
of the eschaton is not marred by death. He observes, “The Saints
who will be in heaven will not need any further expiation by the

31 Ibid., obj. 2.
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priesthood of Christ” and “Christ’s passion and death are not to
be repeated.”* Underscored by texts elsewhere in the Tertia Pars,
Aquinas holds that Christ’s priestly action inaugurates the
eschatological day, both in this world by reconstituting Israel in
holiness as “Christ’s mystic body”** and in the world to come (as
Aquinas interprets it) by opening “the Holy Way” prophesied in
Isaiah 35:8 by which “the ransomed of the Lord shall return, and
come to Zion with singing; everlasting joy shall be upon their
heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing
shall flee away” (Isa 35:10).>* But the actual eschaton does not
require Christ’s ongoing suffering.”

Because of what it achieves, Christ’s priesthood endures
forever. Aquinas explains, “In the priestly office, we may consider
two things: first, the offering of the sacrifice; secondly, the
consummation of the sacrifice, consisting in this, that those for
whom the sacrifice is offered, obtain the end of the sacrifice.”* It
endures in its end or goal. In Aquinas’s understanding of causality,

2 Ibid., ad 1 and 2.

B STHIIL, q. 49, a. 1.

#* Aquinas writes in STh 111, g. 49, a. 5: “it is on account of sin that men were prevented
from entering into the heavenly kingdom, since, according to Isa. xxxv. 8: ‘It shall be called
the holy way, and the unclean shall not pass over it.” Now there is a twofold sin which
prevents men from entering into the kingdom of heaven. The first is common to the whole
race, for it is our first parents’ sin, and by that sin heaven’s entrance is closed to man. Hence
we read in Gen. iii. 24 that after our first parents’ sin God ‘placed . . . cherubim and a flaming
sword, turning every way, to keep the way of the tree of life’. The other is the personal sin of
each one of us, committed by our personal act. Now by Christ’s Passion we have been
delivered not only from the common sin of the whole human race, both as to its guilt and as
to the debt of punishment, for which He paid the penalty on our behalf; but, furthermore,
from the personal sins of individuals, who share in His Passion by faith and charity and the
sacraments of faith. Consequently, then, the gate of heaven’s kingdom is thrown open to us
through Christ’s Passion.”

** By contrast Hans Urs von Balthasar argues that Christ’s suffering and death—as an
experience of hellish infinite “distance” from the Father that encompasses every possible
created alienation from God—belongs analogously to the life of the Trinity, and thus to the
kingdom of God as a participation in the Trinitarian life. For a critical evaluation of
Balthasar’s position, see Matthew Levering, Scripture and Metaphysics: Aquinas and the
Renewal of Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), chap. 4.

38 8Th 111, q. 22, a. 5. Cf. Denis Chardonnens, O.C.D., “Eternité du sacerdoce du Christ
et effet eschatologique de I"eucharistie. La contribution de saint Thomas d’Aquin 2 un theme
de théologie sacramentaire,” Revue Thomiste 99 (1999): 159-80.
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the goal of the action inheres in the action itself; likewise, when
the goal is achieved, the action that brought about the goal is not
lost, but instead shares in its completion or consummation. The
consummation of Christ’s priestly action is eternal life. Therefore,
eternal life belongs to Christ’s priestly action as its goal, and in
this sense Christ’s priesthood endures everlastingly. Eternally, the
consummation enjoyed by the saints in heaven depends upon
Jesus Christ. In this respect Aquinas quotes Revelation 21:23,
“And the city [the heavenly Jerusalem)] has no need of sun or
moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its
lamp is the Lamb.””” The “Lamb standing, as though it had been
slain” (Rev 5:6), is Christ the priest. Even though in heavenly
glory he no longer performs his priestly action of expiatory
sacrifice, the heavenly glory enjoyed by the saints is enjoyed
through him as the priestly mediator. His sacrificial action is
consummated in the heavenly communion of the saints. Quoting
Hebrews 10:14, “For by a single offering he has perfected for all
time those who are sanctified,” Aquinas observes that “the virtue
[power] of that Victim endures forever.”*®

Even so, however, does the Old Testament, whose promises
Jesus came to fulfill, envision an “eternity” that is not an
extension of historical time? Is Aquinas’s understanding of the
“eschaton” fundamentally and unavoidably at odds with the
resources available in the Old Testament for envisioning an
“eschatological” restoration? Following the Letter to the
Hebrews, Aquinas suggests—and 1 would agree—that his
understanding of the eschatological significance of Christ’s
priestly action accords with the liturgical pattern described by
Leviticus 16, which gives instructions for Israel’s observance of
the Day of Atonement. He states, “Now this [eternal]
consummation of Christ’s sacrifice was foreshadowed in this, that
the high-priest of the Old Law, once a year, entered into the Holy
of Holies with the blood of a he-goat and a calf.”*” In Leviticus

7 STHII, q. 22,a. §,ad 1.

%8 Tbid., ad 2. See Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 520-33.

3 STh M, q. 22, a. 5. See Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 70-71, 467-68, and
elsewhere.
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16, God commands that the people of Israel, through the work of
the high priest, make atonement “once in the year because of all
their sins” (Lev 16:34). On this day alone, the high priest may
enter into “the holy place” (Lev 16:2) in the Temple and sprinkle
the sacrificial blood “upon the mercy seat and before the mercy
seat” (Lev 16:15), the mercy seat on the ark of the covenant being
where “I [YHWH] will appear in the cloud” (Lev 16:2). In order
to make expiation for the people, the high priest enters into the
very dwelling-place of the Lord with Israel. The divine presence
there is so powerful that normally anyone who dared enter this
holy place would die (ibid.).

This historically concrete holy place, Aquinas suggests, evokes
the transhistorical holy place where God dwells in the glory and
majesty of the divine eternity. Christ enters as priest into that
transcendent holy place. As Hebrews states,

But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come,*
then through the greater and more perfect tent (not made with hands, that is, not
of this creation) he entered once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood
of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. (Heb
9:11-12)

The eschatological restoration of Israel hardly need exclude such
a transhistorical dwelling with God, since Israel knew that, in the
words ascribed to Solomon at the dedication of the Temple,
“heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain thee [God]; how
much less this house that I have built!” (1 Kgs §:27)."!

* The RSV includes a footnote here: “Other manuscripts read good things to come.”
Aquinas had this latter version of the verse.

*! For the trans-historical dimension of the Temple, see Jon D. Levenson, Sinai and Zion:
An Entry into the Jewish Bible (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985), part 2. Levenson states,
“Whereas Sinai, as we saw in Part I, represents the possibility of meaningful history, of history
that leads toward an affirmation, Zion represents the possibility of meaning above history, out
of history, through an opening into the realm of the ideal. Mount Zion, the Temple on it, and
the city around it are a symbol of transcendence, a symbol in Paul Tillich’s sense of the word,
something ‘which participates in that to which it points.” For the two tiers, the earthly and the
heavenly, are not closed to each other, but open, and interpenetrating on Zion” (ibid., 41-42).
This sense of “interpenetration” of the transhistorical and the historical explains, Levenson
argues, why “Jewish tradition did not accept the finality of the destruction of the Temple and
the absence of the redemption of which it was taken to be the symbol. On the contrary, the
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Thus, although Aquinas does not have Wright’s knowledge of
Second-Temple understandings of Israel’s “restoration,” he
develops a nuanced view of the eschaton and places Christ’s
priestly action at the center of this eschatological consummation.
Christ’s priesthood stands as the eschatological turning point,
both on earth (the new Israel) and in heaven.

B) A Sacrificial Action

What does Aquinas say about the sacrificial character of
Christ’s hierarchical power? He raises the question of whether
Jesus intended to die a sacrificial death, and by consequence
whether Jesus saw himself as a sacrificial victim.** There are two
obvious problems with this view, in addition to a third problem,
less obvious but equally troubling. First, Jesus did not kill himself,
nor was he slain by priests. Could he really, then, have envisioned
his Cross as a sacrificial offering? Those who crucified him
certainly did not intend to offer cultic sacrifice (thus making Jesus
an unlikely sacrificial victim), and whatever Jesus’ intentions, he

Jewish liturgy gives eloquent testimony to the longing for the reconstruction of the shrine and
its city. The longing for the Temple was, as we have seen, a prominent theme in biblical times.
It was only rendered more intense by the absence of the physical object of this passionate
desire. . . . Throughout history, there have always been some Jews who wish to see not only
God’s presence, but also that of his people Israel restored to Zion even before the end of time.
And thus itis appropriate that the movement for the restoration of Jewish sovereignty should
have acquired the name Zionism, after the mountain tied so closely to the fortunes of the
people Israel. However much Zionism may resemble a typical modern nationalism with the
unfortunate consequences for outsiders that such movements entail, we should still not
overlook Martin Buber’s point that ‘this national concept was named after a place and not,
like the others, after a people, which indicates that it is not so much a question of a particular
people as such but of its association with a particular land, its native land.” For the modern
Zionist the ancient association of the people of Israel and the land of Israel has been rejoined.
This return to the land was possible because for the most part, the Jewish tradition did not
spiritualize the concept of Zion/Jerusalem/the land of Israel to the extent that it ceased to have
any reference to real history” (ibid., 179-80). For further reflection, from a Christian
perspective, upon the significance of the land of Israel see Gregory Vall, ““Man Is the Land’:
The Sacramentality of the Land of Israel,” in David G. Dalin and Matthew Levering, eds.,
Jobn Paul II and the Jewish People (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, forthcoming).

28Th 11, q. 22, a. 2.
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had no choice in the matter as he hung dying from the Cross (thus
making him an unlikely sacrificial priest).*”

Second, if Jesus was in fact acting as a priest in his Passion,
then he himself was the victim, and he thus was a human sacrifice.
Not only is the idea that God would desire human sacrifice
appalling, but in the Old Testament God frequently condemned
human sacrifice, which was a mark instead of pagan idolatry and
moral corruption. Aquinas quotes in this vein Psalm 106:38 (to
which I will add verses 36-37), “They served their idols, which
became a snare to them. They sacrificed their sons and their
daughters to the demons; they poured out innocent blood, the
blood of their sons and daughters, whom they sacrificed to the
idols of Canaan; and the land was polluted with blood.” The
“they” described here, of course, is the people of Israel. The
Psalmist and Aquinas, like modern archeologists, were well aware
that the Israelites offered worship to gods other than YHWH. The
fact that the people of Israel offered up human sacrifice not only
does not legitimate human sacrifice in God’s eyes, but makes it
even more appalling to suppose that Christ himself intended to
offer a human sacrifice.**

*# See ibid., obj. 1.

* Ibid., obj. 2. In this vein, Mark Heim, having presented the range of contemporary
criticisms of sacrificial accounts of Christ’s Cross, rightly observes that they “assert no minor
flaw in Christianity, but a consistent fault line in the whole foundation that runs from
distorted views of God to spiritual guilt fixation to sacrificial bloodshed to anti-Semitic
persecution to arrogant ignorance of world mythology. All this adds up to a fatally skewed
faith, revolving around a central narrative based on sacred violence and the glorification of
innocent suffering” (Heim, Saved from Sacrifice, 27). Following René Girard’s argument that
“sacrifice” is to be understood as human beings’ effort to undo “bad” violence by means of
supposedly “good” (sacred) violence, Heim seeks to preserve the place of the Cross within
Christianity by arguing that the Cross is the ultimate repudiation of sacrifice: “The way of life
that follows on the cross depends on recognition that the death of Jesus ought not to happen.
It is not God’s recipe that innocent suffering is the way to restore peace: God’s purpose (to
end such a pattern) is superimposed on that event of humanly sanctified violence. Sacrificial
scapegoating is not something invented by those under the spell of the passion narratives, but
something revealed and opposed there. Just as it is an error to think that it is somehow a
Christian requirement to be a victim of redemptive violence, so it is an error to think there is
a Christian responsibility to administer it” (ibid., 252). Heim summarizes his position:
“Scapegoating sacrifice is the stumbling block we placed between God and us. It is a root sin
buried in our life together. The passion is a divine act revealing, reversing, and replacing our
redemptive violence, which we so long and tenaciously hid from ourselves in the very name
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The third problem is less evident, perhaps, but appears equally
difficult to resolve. Priests consecrated sacrifices to the Lord; the
consecration was an integral part of the offering. But the human
nature of Christ, by the indwelling Holy Spirit, “was from the
beginning consecrated and united to God.”* Therefore why
should Christ’s human life be offered in sacrifice to God, if the
very purpose of ritual “sacrifice”—namely, consecration and
union of the offering with God—has already been completely
achieved in Christ?*

Without at first directly resolving these problems, Aquinas
explores Christ’s Passion in light of the Old Testament sacrifices.
He takes this approach because St. Paul interprets Christ’s Passion
through this Old Testament lens: “And walk in love, as Christ
loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and
sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:2). On the one hand, the Old
Testament itself recognizes the spiritual core of “sacrifice.” In this
respect Aquinas quotes Psalm 50:17 (to which I add verses 14-
16):

Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God, thou God of my salvation, and my
tongue will sing aloud thy deliverance. O Lord, open thou my lips, and my
mouth shall show forth thy praise. For thou hast no delight in sacrifice; were I
to give a burnt offering, thou wouldst not be pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to
God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not
despise.**

If the words of this psalm are true, however, why does God
elsewhere command Israel to perform animal sacrifice? Aquinas

of the sacred. When our sin had so separated us from God and built our peace on blood, God
was willing to come and die for us, to bear our sin and suffer the condemnation that we visit
upon our victims and so deserve ourselves. God saved us from our form of reconciliation,
healed us of our dependence on that sad medicine” (ibid., 329).

 STh I, q. 22, a. 2, obj. 3.

% Ibid., obj. 3.

* Quoted in STh 111, q. 22, a. 2, sc.

* On the sacrifice of praise, cf. Thomas F. Ryan, Thomas Aquinas as Reader of the Psalms
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000), 130-31, 133. For Aquinas, as Ryan says
earlier, “the Psalms are not simply about Christ or prayer but about Christ praying” (108).
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turns to Augustine for insight into this question. In City of God
Augustine, also with Psalm 50 in view, comments,

If in times gone by our ancestors offered other sacrifices to God, in the shape of
animal victims (sacrifices which the people of God now read about, but do not
perform) we are to understand that the significance of those acts was precisely
the same as that of those now performed amongst us—the intention of which is
that we may cleave to God and seek the good of our neighbour for the same end.
Thus the visible sacrifice is the sacrament, the sacred sign, of the invisible
sacrifice.*’

Augustine does not underestimate the importance of “signs” for
human beings. Since we do not gaze directly upon intelligible
realities, but rather acquire knowledge of them through sensible
realities, we require sensible signs to unite us in true worship of
spiritual realities.’® Following Augustine, Aquinas interprets the
animal sacrifices of the Old Testament as important sensible signs

¥ Augustine, De civitate Dei 10.5 (City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson [New York
Penguin, 1972], 377); Aquinas quotes the last sentence of this text in STh II[, q. 22, a. 2. Both
Augustine and Aquinas agree with Mark Heim that bloody sacrifice is by no means an end in
itself. For Heim, following Girard, Christ’s sacrifice makes possible charitable union with God
and neighbor precisely by ending bloody sacrifice, now replaced by a communal meal: “The
Last Supper can be seen in continuity with Jesus’ practice of table fellowship, giving it an
explicitly liturgical tone that casts it in explicit contrast with sacrificial practice. Instead of the
rite of scapegoating sacrifice that lies at the base of historical human community, and instead
of the cultic rite of animal sacrifice that reproduces its logic of exclusion and violence, this
new community is founded on the communion meal. The early church was continually
amazed and thankful that this table brought into one circle those who otherwise would be
irrevocably separated by purity boundaries, who otherwise would be scapegoating each other
and shedding each other’s blood” (Heim, Saved from Sacrifice, 233-34 [cf. 232]).

% Aquinas argues that before original sin, because of the right ordering of the higher and
lower powers of the soul, “the first man was not impeded by exterior things from a clear and
steady contemplation of the intelligible effects which he perceived by the radiation of the first
truth, whether by a natural or by a gratuitous knowledge” (STh 1, q. 94, a. 1). Nonetheless,
sacrifice belongs to the natural law: “it is a dictate of natural reason in accordance with man’s
natural inclination that he should tender submission and honor, according to his mode, to that
which is above man. Now the mode befitting to man is that he should employ sensible signs
in order to signify anything, because he derives his knowledge from sensibles. Hence it is a
dictate of natural reason that man should use certain sensibles, by offering them to God in sign
of the subjection and honor due to Him” (STh 1I-11, q. 85, a. 1). See also STh I-11, q. 101, a.
2; I, q. 102, a. 3.
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that assisted the people of Israel in offering the spiritual sacrifice
God requires.

Observing thus that the animal sacrifices of the Old Testament
are not to be despised, Aquinas turns his attention to the fact that
God ordains such a complex sacrificial system for Israel. He
connects this sacrificial system with the diverse purposes of
sacrificial offering. In this regard, he names three purposes, on an
ascending scale: the remission of sin, the preservation of the state
of grace, and perfect union with God.’* The first purpose belongs
to the very rationale of the divinely ordained priesthood, both
that of the Old Testament and that of Christ. Here Aquinas
quotes Hebrews 5:1, “For every high priest chosen among men is
appointed to act on behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts
and sacrifices for sins.””* If the first purpose pertains to the
sacrificial system in general, the second purpose has to do in
particular with “the sacrifice of peace-offerings,” as described in
Leviticus 3. The state of grace is a state of “peace.” Finally, the
third purpose particularly involves the burnt offerings described
in Leviticus 1, because such offerings signify the perfect union of
human beings with God in the state of glory.”

Recalling, then, that the center of any “sacrifice” is the
invisible sacrifice of charity signified by the visible sign, how
might the Old Testament sacrifices assist in understanding St.
Paul’s depiction of Christ’s Passion as a priestly action of
“sacrifice”?’* First as regards the three purposes of sacrifice: does

LSTHII, q. 22, a. 2.

2 Ibid.; cf. Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 160-61. Following Serge-Thomas
Bonino, Guggenheim argues that neither Aquinas nor Hebrews has in view “priesthood” in
a general sense common to Israel and other nations. Rather, Aquinas recognizes that what is
at issue is the role of the Aaronic priesthood. As Guggenheim states in this regard, “Saint
Thomas reflects on priestly mediation, and still more the mediation of the high priest, from
within the Old and New Covenants” (161). See also Ronino, “Le sacerdoce comme institution
naturelle selon saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 34-35.

P STh1I, q. 22, a. 2.

** Anscar Vonier, O.S.B., cautions in his classic A Key to the Doctrine of the Eucharist
(repr.; Bethesda, Md.: Zaccheus Press, 2003) that “no theory of sacrifice could ever
adequately meet the case of Christ’s sacrifice on the Cross. It is a sacrifice so entirely sui
generis that it has to be defined by itself” (105) and that “the whole ancient sacrificial rite was
figurative of Christ’s sacrifice on the Cross. This means that we are to explain the ancient
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Christ’s Passion remove our sins, draw us into God’s “peace,” and
unite us to God in glory? Aquinas answers with three biblical
passages, corresponding respectively to the three purposes: Christ
“was put to death for our trespasses” (Rom 4:25), he “became the
source of eternal salvation to all who obey him” (Heb 5:9), and
he unites us to God in glory “since we have confidence to enter
the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus” (Heb 10:19). By his Passion
and death, then, Christ fulfills the three purposes of the priest
offering sacrifice. His sacrifice is also “once for all” (Heb 9:26):
“For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who
are sanctified” (Heb 10:14). Aquinas states with regard to the
Eucharistic sacrifice instituted by Christ,

The Sacrifice which is offered every day in the Church is not distinct from that
which Christ Himself offered, but is a commemoration thereof. Wherefore
Augustine says (De Civ. Dei x. 20): Christ Himself both is the priest who offers
it and the victim: the sacred token of which He wished to be the daily Sacrifice of
the Church.>

The commemoration, as sacramental, truly unites the Church to
Christ’s historical sacrifice.’®

Although we will explore how his shedding of blood takes
away sins in more detail when discussing the sanctifying
dimension of Christ’s priesthood, we can already say that Christ
accomplishes, in a unique and transcendent way, a sacrificial
mission. Even so, what is offered in Christ’s sacrifice is his human

sacrifices through the sacrifice of the Cross and not vice versa” (106).

S5 SThIIL q. 22, a. 3, ad 2.

* For Aquinas on Hebrews 10:14 see Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, 474. For
recent theological discussion of the Eucharistic sacrifice see Yves Congar, O.P., Lay People in
the Church, trans. Donald Attwater, rev. ed. (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1965), 165f.;
Avery Dulles, S.J., “The Eucharist as Sacrifice,” in Roch Kereszty, O.Cist.,ed., Rediscovering
the Eucharist: Ecumenical Conversations (New York: Paulist Press, 2003), 175-87; idem, “The
Death of Jesus as Sacrifice,” Josephinum Journal of Theology 3 (1996): 4-17; William T.
Cavanaugh, “Eucharistic Sacrifice and Social Imagination in Early Modern Europe,” Journal
of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31 (2001): 585-6035. For an example of contemporary
mainstream Catholic rejection of Eucharistic sacrifice as taught by the Council of Trent, see
Robert J. Daly, S.]., “Sacrifice Unveiled or Sacrifice Revisited: Trinitarian and Liturgical
Perspectives,” Theological Studies 64 (2003): 24-42; idem, “Eucharistic Origins: From the
New Testament to the Liturgies of the Golden Age,” Theological Studies 66 (2005): 3-22.
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life. Can that life appropriately be conceived as a sacrificial
victim? What kind of priest would offer his own life in sacrifice?
This is the difficulty pressed, against the weight of the New
Testament language, by the objections that we reviewed above. Is
there a sense in which Christ’s human life could be appropriately
conceived as a sacrificial victim?

In addressing this question, Aquinas begins by emphasizing that
the passive sense of “victim,” which we associate with animal
sacrifice, does not apply to Christ’s Passion. If Christ is a
sacrificial victim, he is such only as an active agent, the person of
the Son of God, moved throughout by the charity with which the
Holy Spirit graces Christ’s human nature.”” The fundamental
offering of his human life, then, is the active offering that he
makes spiritually, not the more passive submission of his flesh to
the nails of the Roman soldiers (although according to Aquinas,
Christ, as the incarnate Son, actively permits even this apparently
wholly passive submission of the flesh).”®

7 Miroslav Volf thus emphasizes that the significance of the Incarnation for understanding
the crucifixion: “If we view Christ on the cross as a third party being punished for the sins of
transgressors, we have widely missed the mark. . . . Christ is not a third party. On account of
his divinity, Christ is one with God, to whom the ‘debt’ is owed. It is therefore God who
through Christ’s death shoulders the burden of our transgression against God and frees us
from just retribution. But since on account of Christ’s humanity he is also one with us, the
debtors, it is we who die in Christ and are thus freed from guilt” (Miroslav Volf, The End of
Memory: Remembering Rightly in a Violent World [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006],
117). Volf goes on to observe, “We also miss the mark if we believe that Christ’s suffering
somehow encourages the abused passively to accept their abuse. The message of the cross is
not that it is legitimate to ‘force people to serve in functions that ordinarily would have been
fulfilled by someone else,” as Dolores Williams has stated. Since no third party is involved, in
Christ’s Passion no one is forced to do anything for anyone else. Substitution is a gift initiated
and willingly given to wrongdoers by the One who was wronged, not a burden of service
placed on an outsider. And it is a gift that, far from signaling the passive acceptance of abuse,
most radically calls into question such abuse. For it condemns the wrongdoing while at the
same time freeing the wrongdoers, who receive forgiveness in repentance, not just from
punishment and guilt but also from the hold of the evil deed on their lives” (ibid., 117). While
“satisfaction” seems to me a more fruitful term than “substitution,” Volf’s reflections on
Christ’s Passion are theologically rich.

%% As Vonier says, however, “To entirely spiritualize the oblation and make of it exclusively
an act of the created mind and will would be the abolition of the sacrifice; all sacrifices are of
the things that are bodily. . . . To give to Christ’s crucifixion and death only moral worth,
even if it be to an infinite degree, is not the whole of Christianity; there is something besides
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This point places at the forefront a crucial distinction between
Christ’s priesthood and the actions of Old Testament priests vis-a-
vis their sacrificial victims: Christ the priest did not slay himself
in sacrifice. Rather, through his active spiritual agency, he allowed
himself to fall into the hands of those who sought to kill him. As
Aquinas puts it, “of His own free-will He exposed Himself to
death” and “freely offered Himself to suffering.””” In allowing his
enemies to kill him, he did not kill himself, but rather allowed
their wickedness to take its course. Aquinas refers here to the
Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53, who in dying for “our iniquities”
(Isa 53:5) does not kill himself but allows his persecutors to do
their will: “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened
not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a
sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his
mouth” (Isa 5§3:7).°° Christ, like the Suffering Servant, is a
sacrificial victim, but he is not a human sacrifice, because the only
sense in which he is a sacrificial victim is the sense in which he
allows his enemies to do their worst. In this sense, however, it is
indeed his human life that, in freely and lovingly bearing our sins,
he offers to the Father in a perfect priestly action.®'

the moral worth of the suffering and dying Christ, there is the sacrifice” (Vonier, A Key to the
Doctrine of the Eucharist, 107-8). Not Christ’s love alone, but Christ’s love in union with his
spilling of his blood changes the world. It remains the case that, as Romanus Cessario states,
“it is not the sacrifice of his body on the altar of the cross in which this perfect worship
formally consists, but his personal offering of obedience and love” (“Aquinas on Christian
Salvation,” 125). Thus when speaking about the crucifixion and death of Christitis necessary
to interpret “the efficacy of Christ’s sufferings and death in relation to his human soul” (ibid.)
without thereby leaving out the bodily dimension of his action.

¥ SThIIL, q. 22,a.2,ad 1 and 2.

" Quoted in ibid., ad 1. Drawing largely upon 1 Enoch, Margaret Barker proposes that
“the Servant figure was modeled on the one who performed the atonement rites in the first
temple”(Barker, “Atonement: The Rite of Healing,” in idem, The Great High Priest, 42-55,
at 54).

¢ For further discussion see Cessario, “Aquinas on Christian Salvation,” 123-25. Cessario
comments, “Three features of Aquinas’ theology of satisfaction merit careful attention. First,
Aquinas locates the essence of Christ’s sacrifice in the perfect meshing of his human will with
what the Father from all eternity wills for the salvation of the world. Aquinas offers no
support for those who would advance a theory of penal substitution as the mechanism by
which the benefits of Christ reach the human race. Love, not punishment, dominates Aquinas’
account of the efficacy of the Passion. Thus and second, the love and obedience of the
Incarnate Son inaugurates the new dispensation. Christ reveals the perfection of the beatitude
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C) A Sanctifying Action

Even if God certainly does not then require a passive human
sacrifice—and thus does not require a human sacrifice at all—does
he nonetheless require a human victim? This question turns our
attention to the “sanctifying” dimension of Christ’s priestly
action. Why should Christ’s suffering and bloody death serve to
make us holy? Why does the eschatological and sacrificial
expiation of sins come about through the suffering and death of
Christ?

First and foremost, God requires neither a human sacrifice nor
a human victim. He needs nothing from creatures. One cannot
emphasize enough that God did not institute the sacrificial
worship of Israel because he desired blood. In the chapter of City
of God quoted by Aquinas, Augustine observes, “When he [the
author of Psalm 50] says that God does not want sacrifices he
means that he does not want them in the way supposed by the
fools, namely for his own gratification.”** Yet God does desire the
salvation of human beings. God “desires all men to be saved and
to come to the knowledge of the truth”—the truth that “there is
one God and there is one mediator between God and men, the
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all” (1 Tim
2:4-5). Why would Christ the mediator give “himself as a ransom
for all”? How could Christ’s suffering and death be the efficacious
expression of God’s desire for “all men to be saved”?*

that he himself teaches as constitutive of the new law: ‘Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ (Matt. 5:10). Third, Christ fulfils
the role of Suffering Servant as described in Isaiah and in the Pauline writings. Although the
biblical theme of the Suffering Servant has occasioned an unbalanced theological presentation
of Christ’s suffering, Aquinas presents Christ’s obedience to God’s plan of salvation without
suggesting a vengeful God who exacts a terrible punishment from an innocent victim. Instead,
he points to the example of virtue which Christ exhibits for our edification. In sum, the heart
of Aquinas’ salvation theology lies in the loving service of a priest-Son to God” (ibid., 124-25).
Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, vol. 5: The Last Act,
trans. Graham Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 256-69.

2 Augustine, De civitate Dei 10.5 (Bettenson, trans., 378).

® It is here that Anselm’s doctrine of satisfaction goes astray, in Mark Heim’s view: “The
classic penal substitutionary theology of atonement (we will take Anselm as its representative)
constructs the terms of just such a hidden transaction. It posits a cosmic bargain that takes
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In order to accomplish the salvation of human beings, Aquinas
points out, God does not need human action. No human being
can forgive sins. If God wills to forgive sins, he needs no human
cooperation to do so, since the forgiveness of sins is entirely his
prerogative. In this regard Aquinas quotes Isaiah 43:25, where
God says, “I, I am He who blots out your transgressions for my
own sake, and I will not remember your sins.”®* It would seem,
then, that as regards the forgiveness of sins Christ’s priestly
action—which, as the action of the mediator, is Christ’s action as

place on a plane quite distinct from the historical reality of the crucifixion” (Heim, Saved from
Sacrifice, 297). For Heim “the Anselmian view of the cross is defined by two major additional
steps. The first is the decision to privilege legal images to represent the basic dynamic of ‘death
for us.” . .. The second step is to conflate this legal framework with a vision of divine justice
that dictates God’s purpose in suffering death. If Christ steps in to intercept a blow meant for
us, where does that blow itself come from? It is occasioned by our sin (so far, a view fully in
accord with the general tradition). Anselm’s departure is to insist with new systematic rigor
that it is actually coming from God. What we need to be rescued from is the deserved wrath
and punishment of God. God wishes to be merciful, and so God becomes the one to be
punished on behalf of us all. God strikes the same blow that God protects us from™ (ibid.,
299). Heim goes on to note that “[t]he key error is to refer both the meaning and need of
Jesus’ death to its character as an offering to God. What Anselm rejects at the level of human
community, he re-creates at the level of community between God and humanity, a community
whose reconciliation depends on the offering of an innocent victim. Most important, Anselm
presents God as the one who requires this sacrifice and also as the one to whom it is offered.
Scapegoating is a human practice, and Anselm is clear that such a practice cannot solve our
estrangement from God. But in his view God has taken over a human scapegoating sacrifice
(the execution of Jesus) and turned it into a unique scapegoating sacrifice of unimaginable
magnitude. God is doing what human sacrifice does, but on a much larger scale, and one time
only. God has not stepped into the process to oppose it, but to perfect it. Sacrifice to end
sacrifice is an accurate and biblical way to describe Jesus’ death, but it is an ambiguous and
delicately poised idea. Anselm has taken it to mean that God does the same thing that human
scapegoaters do, taking it to an ultimate extreme. Instead of God throwing a wrench into the
gears of human sacrifice, Anselm’s God has endorsed that machinery, borrowing it to perform
the biggest and most effective sacrifice of all. Jesus has become our all-purpose scapegoat,
whose suffering generates an infinite reservoir of merit that, like his shed blood, can be
dispensed through the sacraments” (ibid., 300). As Heim concludes, “These are fatal steps”
(ibid.), because “[r]ather than a strategic act of resistance to overthrow sacred violence, the
cross becomes a divine endorsement of it” (ibid., 302). In response to Heim’s eloquent and
incisive critique, two questions should be posed: Is there a relational, personal “order” of
justice (an “order” of offering what is due) inscribed in the very being of rational creatures
(against the view of an extrinsic “divine wrath™) that our sins against God and against other
human beings wound? Does Jesus’ active self-sacrifice, in which the defining element is love,
make him a passive “scapegoat”?
S STHIIL, q. 22, a. 3, obj. 1.
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man, not as God—is of no account. Another difficulty arises from
the fact that, even if Christ’s suffering and death were supposed
to be a sufficient “ransom,” Christians continue to pray for the
forgiveness of their sins and “the [Eucharistic] Sacrifice is offered
continuously in the Church.”® Again it would seem that Christ’s
human (priestly) action has hardly been sufficient, even if one
were to suppose that it could be sufficient.

In light of these difficulties, Aquinas takes his bearings from
three New Testament verses in particular: Romans 3:24-25, “they
are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption which
is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his
blood”; Hebrews 9:14 (to which I will add verse 13), “For if the
sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and bulls and
with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the purification of the
flesh, how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the
eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify your
conscience from dead works to serve the living God”; and John
1:29 (the words of John the Baptist), “Behold, the Lamb of God,
who takes away the sin of the world!” In each case, Jesus’
sacrificial “blood” clearly causes, according to the New
Testament, our sanctification. How could this be so?

Aquinas proposes two ways, both having to do not with a
change in God, but with a change in human beings. Christ’s
priestly action does not cause God to forgive us by an outpouring
of love, but rather removes the impediments in us to God’s
merciful outpouring of love. The change in us sanctifies us. But
how, specifically, does Christ’s priestly action accomplish a
change in us? Aquinas first observes that we possess two
impediments to our reception of God’s mercy. Namely, our hearts
are “stained” by sin, in that we willfully turn away from God’s
mercy, and in addition we owe a “debt of punishment” due in
justice to those who willfully turn away from God. The twofold
problem, then, is that our hearts are evil and that our evil merits
punishment. We require, therefore, a twofold interior change:

5 Ibid., obj. 2.



408 MATTHEW LEVERING

first, our hearts must be turned back to God (removing the
“stain”), and second, our “debt of punishment” must be paid.®

In human relationships, we can understand that a man who
murders out of hatred not only needs healing in his heart, but also
owes a debt of punishment to those he has offended. If one steals
money, one cannot solely have a change of heart and experience
true repentance; one must also make recompense for the injury of
the theft. These juridical cases, however, seem ill-suited to the
human relationship with God. We already owe everything to God,
and God’s mercy is infinite. Why would God demand punishment
or recompense from us? Why would not simply healing our hearts
be sufficient?

In setting forth Aquinas’s position in this respect, I will not
limit myself to texts from question 22. Aquinas certainly holds
that Christ’s priestly action heals our hearts. Inquiring into
whether Christ’s Passion was the most fitting way of liberating
human beings from sin, for example, he notes,

In the first place, man knows thereby how much God loves him, and is thereby
stirred to love Him in return, and therein lies the perfection of human salvation;
since the Apostle says (Rom. v. 8): God commendeth His charity towards us; for
when as yet we were sinners . . . Christ died for us.”’

Similarly, he remarks upon the relationship that the members of
Christ’s mystical body have to their Head and observes that
Christ’s merit in suffering for the sake of justice redounds to all
his members.**

¢ See STh 1, q. 22, a. 3; the quotation from Hebrews comes from the sed contra and the
quotation from John comes from the reply to the third objection. As Volf says (in critical
dialogue with Kierkegaard), “Love includes a concern for justice and is not opposed to it. The
two, love and justice, come together in forgiveness. Because forgiveness presupposes that the
claims of justice are valid (blame being prerequisite to forgiveness), repentance is an
appropriate way for the wrongdoer to receive the gift of forgiveness and then cease to be
remembered as guilty” (Volf, The End of Memory, 174).

§7 SThIIL, q. 46, a. 3.

¢ STh 111, q. 48, a. 1. On Aquinas’s use of the phrase “corpus mysticum,” see Martin
Morard, “Les expressions ‘corpus mysticum’ et ‘persona mystica’ dans ’oeuvre de saint
Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 95 (1995): 653-64. In this regard Henri de Lubac, S.J.,
Corpus Mysticum, 2d ed. (Paris: Aubier, 1949) caused some misunderstanding. De Lubac
argues that in the early Middie Ages the Eucharist’s intrinsic ecclesial referent was lost due to
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Why then should Christ’s priestly action also operate as an
expiatory sin-offering, as a satisfaction of the “debt of punish-
ment”?*’ In addition to using the New Testament texts noted
above, Aquinas approaches this question through Isaiah 53:4 (“he
has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows”) and Jeremiah
11:19 (“1 was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter”).”” Such
texts might be seen as implying an extrinsic juridical relationship
between creature and Creator. Aquinas, however, recognizes an
order of justice inscribed in the very heart of human beings’
relationship with God and each other. Justice is not extrinsic to

a shift in theological terminology: the phrase “corpus mysticum” came to mean the Church
rather than the Eucharist, with the result that ecclesiology became overly juridical. De Lubac
holds that Aquinas’s theology reflects a late stage of this deleterious shift due to the use of
“corpus Ecclesiae mysticum” rather than “corpus Christi mysticum.” Morard, however, shows
that Aquinas’s theology does not in fact evidence such a shift. De Lubac’s thesis has received
wide circulation through Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, trans. Michael B. Smith
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992). In popularized form, one finds the thesis in the
criticisms made by Paul McPartlan against medieval ecclesiology in his Sacrament of Salvation:
An Introduction to Eucharistic Ecclesiology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1995), 37-38. As
regards the ninth- and eleventh-century debates, Ephraim Radner has challenged de Lubac’s
thesis (while otherwise accepting it): see Ephraim Radner, The End of the Church: A
Pneumatology of Christian Division in the West (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998),208-
10, 228-39. John Milbank takes up the thesis in his Being Reconciled (London: Routledge,
2003), 122-37, although he makes an exception for Aquinas and Bonaventure. Typical of the
popularization, which cannot be blamed on de Lubac, is Joseph M. Powers, S.].’s claim that
the cultic priesthood gradually displaced the Eucharistic community between the eighth and
thirteenth centuries (see Joseph M. Powers, Eucharistic Theology (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1967), 26-31.

¢ On Christ’s Cross as “satisfaction” for sins, see the following studies, which are both
historically and speculatively rich: Emmanuel Perrier, O.P., “L’enjeu christologique de la
satisfaction” (I) and (II), Revue Thomiste 103 (2003): 105-36 and 203-47; Rik Van
Nieuwenhove, “St Anselm and St Thomas Aquinas on ‘Satisfaction’: Or how Catholic and
Protestant Understandings of the Cross Differ,” Angelicum 80 (2003): 159-76; Romanus
Cessario, O.P., The Godly Image: Christ and Satisfaction in Catholic Thought from Anselm
to Aguinas; idem, “Aquinas on Christian Salvation,” especially 121-34.

7 STh 101, q. 22, a. 3. The quotation from Jeremiah appears in the third objection. For
contemporary debates regarding the meaning of Isaiah 53 and its interpretation in the New
Testament and later Christian writings see, e.g., Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher, ed.,
The Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources, trans. Donald P. Bailey
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2004); William H. Bellinger, Jr. and William R. Farmer,
eds., Jesus and the Suffering Servant: Isaiah 53 and Christian Origins (Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity
Press International, 1998). See also Christopher R. North, The Suffering Servant in Deutero-
Isaiah: An Historical and Critical Study, 2d ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1963).
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any personal relationship. Aquinas does not recoil from the New
Testament’s juridical language, which he understands to express
the intimate, yet wounded, relationship between the creature and
the Creator. Even so, does God in fact demand “recompense”? If
sinful human beings suffer from their self-inflicted wounds, why
should a sinless human being suffer on their behalf, thus
perpetuating, in some sense, the history of human suffering (even
so as ultimately to end it)? Could not God sanctify human beings
without any further suffering, let alone the agonizing suffering of
the incarnate Son of God?

Indeed, Aquinas affirms that God could have sanctified human
beings in another way: “speaking simply and absolutely, it was
possible for God to deliver mankind otherwise than by the Passion
of Christ, because no word shall be impossible with God (Luke i.
37).”7" In willing the Passion of Christ, God was not constrained
by the order of justice, as if God, like a human judge, had to exact
the proper penalty for the crime. On the contrary, he was entirely
free. Aquinas points out that unlike a human judge, “God has no
one higher than Himself, for He is the sovereign and common
good of the whole universe.”’> When human beings sin against
God (and all sin is ultimately against God), we wound our
relationship with him—a relationship that, like any relationship,
is constituted by an order of justice. God can mercifully forgive
sins against himself without exacting just punishment, “just as
anyone else, overlooking a personal trespass, without satisfaction,
acts mercifully and not unjustly.”” Why then did not God simply
forgive all sins in this way, rather than through the bloody death
of his incarnate Son?

Guided by the Scriptures, Aquinas answers that God freely
chose the most merciful way to re-establish the justice between
humans beings and God lost by sin. Aquinas gives a number of
reasons why salvation through Christ’s Passion is more merciful
than God simply forgiving our sins by fiat. The central reason has
to do with the dignity that God gives human beings by allowing

7LSTh I, q. 46, a. 2.

72STh1IL, q. 46, a. 2, ad 3.
7 Ibid.
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our injustice to be healed from within human nature. The dignity
of human cooperation and achievement would be entirely lost if
God had simply forgiven our sins by fiat. The seriousness of
history, of human free actions, would have been lost. If God
simply forgave sin by fiat, furthermore, he would not have
conquered sin by uniting to himself a human nature in the person
of the Son, a union which is the greatest possible affirmation of
human dignity. The hypostatic union grounds human dignity in an
unfathomably rich manner. Jesus Christ, a man, establishes justice
between humankind and God by his Passion, and this human
achievement by which we are made holy is possible because this
man, while fully human, is the Son of God: “Although Christ was
a priest, not as God, but as man, yet one and the same was both
priest and God.””*

When discussing Christ’s Passion, then, Aquinas frequently
returns to God’s merciful promotion of human dignity in the
chosen path of salvation. He observes with regard to Christ’s
achievement as the new Adam, for example, that “it redounded to
man’s greater dignity, that as man was overcome and deceived by
the devil [in Eden], so also it should be a man that should
overthrow the devil; and as man deserved death, so a man by

7 SThTI, q. 22, a. 3, ad 1. Citing the Christology of the Council of Ephesus, Aquinas goes
on to observe here, “Hence in so far as His human nature operated by virtue of the Divine,
that sacrifice was most efficacious for the blotting out of sins.” See also the beautiful
discussion of the purpose of the Incarnation in ST/ III, q. 1, a. 2. Christ’s priestly action is his
human action of his Passion, but his human action, one must recall, is the action of the Son
of God (since Christ is one Person). Aquinas observes, “Satisfaction may be said to be
sufficient in two ways—first, perfectly, inasmuch as it is condign, being adequate to make
good the fault committed, and in this way the satisfaction of a mere man cannot be sufficient
for sin, both because the whole of human nature has been corrupted by sin, whereas the
goodness of any person or persons could not make up adequately for the harm done to the
whole of the nature; and also because a sin committed against God has a kind of infinity from
the infinity of the Divine majesty, because the greater the person we offend, the more grievous
the offense. Hence for condign satisfaction it was necessary that the act of the one satisfying
should have an infinite efficiency, as being of God and man. Secondly, man’s satisfaction may
be termed sufficient, imperfectly—i.e. in the acceptation of him who is content with it, even
though it is not condign, and in this way the satisfaction of a mere man is sufficient. And
forasmuch as everything imperfect presupposes some perfect thing, by which it is sustained,
hence it is that the satisfaction of every mere man has its efficiency from the satisfaction of
Christ” (STH 111, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3).
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dying should vanquish death.”” The proper penalty for sin against
God is death; as St. Paul puts it, “the wages of sin is death” (Rom
6:23). This is so both because sin, in wounding the relationship of
human beings to God, disorders the human person interiorly and
leads ultimately to the rupture of the soul and body in death, and
because what Adam and Eve strove for was immortality on their
own terms rather than as dependent creatures, and so separated
themselves willfully from the source of life. The penalty of death
is not an extrinsic requirement of a wrathful god, but rather
belongs intrinsically to the relational wound or rupture that sin
brings about.

It pertains to human dignity that the relational wound be
healed from within, from the side of human beings. Jesus Christ
makes satisfaction, heals the wound, by paying our penalty of
death without, as a sinless man, owing it. Jesus’ overflowing
justice—the glorious goodness of his created charity, obedience,
and humility as the incarnate Son of God—heals the woundedness
of human beings’ relationship with God by restoring super-
abundantly the lack of goodness that characterizes humankind due
to the history of sin’s destruction of human goods. Baptism unites
us, Christ’s members, with his glorious goodness in his salvific

death:

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism into
death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we
too might walk in newness of life. For if we have been united with him in a
death like his, we shall certainly be in unity with him in a resurrection like his.
(Rom 6:3-5)"

7S SThIIL, q. 46, 2. 3.

7 In his recent Saving Power: Theories of Atonement and Forms of the Church (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005), Peter Schmiechen seeks to uncover, among other things,
“the relations between theories of atonement and the formation of the church—its basic
structure, faith, life, and work” (353). In the context of his inquiry, he observes that Anselm’s
“theory of the restoration of creation . . . concludes with a direct connection with the
sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. The benefits of Christ, received from God the Father, are
shared with believers who follow the mandates of Scripture and participate in the sacramental
life of the church” (ibid., 357-58). Could this theory of atonement, Schmiechen asks, exist
outside the bounds of a sacramentally organized Church, for which Anselm’s theory provides
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Reconciliation with God is accomplished in Christ’s Pasch, rather
than being merely a “word” spoken to us.

Similarly, commenting in the Summa Theologiae on Romans
3:24-25, Aquinas affirms that God’s will that Christ’s Passion
make satisfaction for all sins “was in keeping with both His mercy
and His justice.””” He goes on to explain:

With His justice, because by His Passion Christ made satisfaction for the sin of
the human race; and so man was set free by Christ’s justice: and with His mercy,
for since man of himself could not satisfy for the sin of all human nature, as was
said above (Q. 1, A. 2), God gave him His Son to satisfy for him. . . . And this
came of more copious mercy than if He had forgiven sins without satisfaction.
Hence it is said (Ephes. ii. 4): God, who is rich in mercy, for His exceeding
charity wherewith He loved us, even when we were dead in sins, hath quickened
us together in Christ.”®

Here we discover why an eschatological messianic tribulation, as
Wright shows, was expected to inaugurate the restoration of Israel
through the outpouring of the eschatological blessings of holiness.
As the son of Abraham and the David through whom all nations
are to be blessed (cf. Gen 12:3;22; 2 Sam 7:13), Christ pours out
the eschatological blessings not only through the justice that his
priestly action achieves, but also, as we have seen, through the

“a theological rationale” (ibid., 358)? He thinks that it could, but he remarks nonetheless that
“if Jesus participates in our life to restore the creation, then our sacramental participation in
his life is a natural and reasonable mode of transmission” (ibid., 359-60) and he adds that “the
interpretations of sacrifice, renewal (Athanasius), and restoration (Anselm) are tightly linked
to sacramental transmission. These associations are so strong that it is difficult to decide
whether it is the historical association or a truly natural link between interpretation and mode
of transmission” (ibid., 361). Schmiechen argues that Luther’s understanding of Christ’s saving
work results in a new form of the Church: “Perhaps the strongest example of how a shift in
the interpretation of Jesus’ death and resurrection leads to a reformulation of the church is the
sixteenth-century use of justification by grace. Once the focus shifts to the proclamation of the
gospel as the Word of promise, attention shifts from human works offered to God to the
human response of faith as trust of the heart. But to allow such proclamation and response to
be at the center of worship and teaching, the shape of the church must be altered. Thus, a
vernacular Bible, a new catechism, the sermon (vs. the homily), and a new hymnody come into
being to enable proclamation, while the hierarchy of the religious and laity is demolished in
favor of the priesthood of all believers” (ibid., 358).

7 STH LI, q. 46, a. 1, ad 3.

7 Ibid.
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divine mercy and love that it reveals. Christ’s incomparable
manifestation of divine love stimulates human beings to love God
in return, and Christ in his Passion displays the virtues—among
them “obedience, humility, constancy, justice”—that “are
requisite for man’s salvation.”” If God loves us so much as to
become one of us, and suffer and die for us, then “man is all the
more bound to refrain from sin, according to 1 Cor. vi. 20: You
are bought with a great price: glorify and bear God in your

body' 980
D) A Unitive Action

What about the unitive dimension of Christ’s priestly action?
In seeking the reason for the Letter to the Hebrews’ statement
that God designated Jesus “a high priest after the order of
Melchizedek” (Heb 5:10), Aquinas holds that “the excellence of
Christ’s [priesthood] over the Levitical priesthood was
foreshadowed in the priesthood of Melchisedech,” in part because
Abraham, from whom the Levitical priesthood descended, tithed
to Melchizedek.®' But the deeper reason, in Aquinas’s view, has to
do with how Melchizedek’s priesthood foreshadows the unity
accomplished by Christ’s priestly action, a unity that could not be
accomplished by the Levitical priesthood. The Levitical
priesthood was unable to accomplish a lasting unity in holiness.
Instead, the people of Israel continually offered new sacrifices,
and these sacrifices did not succeed in establishing a holy people.

7 SThTII, q. 46, a. 3. Here Aquinas quotes 1 Peter 2:21 (to which I will add verses 22-25),
“For to this [the patient suffering of injustice] you have been called, because Christ also
suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. He committed
no sin; no guile was found on his lips. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when
he suffered, he did not threaten; but he trusted to him who judges justly. He himself bore our
sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds
you have been healed. For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the
Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.”

80 STh 111, q. 46, a. 3. See the valuable study of Karl Olav Sandnes, Belly and Body in the
Pauline Epistles (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).

8USTh I, q. 22, a. 6. On Christ and Melchizedek in Aquinas’s Commentary on the Epistle
to the Hebrews, sce especially Guggenheim, Jésus Christ, Grand Prétre, part 2, chap. 5. On
Christ and Melchizedek, see also Vonier, A Key to the Doctrine of the Eucharist, 148-49.
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If they had, then the people of Isracl would never have looked for
a Messiah. As Aquinas puts it, the Levitical priesthood “did not
wash away sins” and “was not eternal.”*

By contrast, Jesus’ priestly action is “once for all” (Heb 9:26);
his sacrifice never needs to be repeated, because it permanently
establishes holiness. His priesthood is “eternal”: no high priest
ever takes his place. If it is by means of communion in the
Eucharist that human beings participate in the unity in holiness
that Jesus’ priestly action establishes, then the primacy of the
symbolic role of Melchizedek’s priesthood becomes clear: the
Levitical priesthood symbolizes sacrifice (through the shedding of
blood), while Melchizedek’s priesthood symbolizes communion
(through the bread and wine). Following Augustine’s view that the
many grains united in the bread and the many grapes united in the
wine symbolize the unity of the Church, Aquinas affirms that as
regards “the participation of this sacrifice and the effect thereof,
wherein the excellence of Christ’s priesthood over the priesthood
of the Law principally consists .. . . the former was more distinctly
foreshadowed by the priesthood of Melchisedech” than by the
Levitical priesthood.”” Since human beings receive the effect of
Jesus’ saving sacrifice (and thus of the Eucharistic sacrifice)
through communion in faith in the Eucharistic elements,
Melchizedek’s priestly offering of bread and wine best symbolizes
the unitive dimension of Jesus’ priestly action. The unitive
dimension of Christ’s priesthood explains for Aquinas why Jesus’
priesthood receives its primary definition through the Letter to
the Hebrews’ application of Psalm 110:4, “Thou art a priest for
ever, after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb 5:6; 7:17).

The fruit of Jesus’ sacrifice, and of the Eucharistic sacrament-
sacrifice that re-presents Jesus’ sacrifice, is the unity of the people
of God, the mystical body of Christ, in the holiness attained in

82 8Th 111, q. 22, a. 6.
8 Tbid., ad 2; see also STh 111, q. 75, a. 2, obj. 3 and elsewhere for the citation from
Augustine’s tractate 26 on the Gospel of John.








































































































































































































































































