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T HAS BECOME customary in recent theology to presume 
that the primary linguistic and logical components of 
soteriological doctrine are metaphors, none of which are 

doctrinally normative, which give rise to distinct “models” for 
depicting the mystery of Christian salvation. The “Salvation” 
article in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology makes a 
statement that is typical in this regard:  
 
The Christian church has never made a single theory definitive for the 
meaning of atonement, and has rather relied upon a series of metaphors for 
understanding the work of Christ, derived from different social contexts.2 

 
 1 An earlier version of this paper was delivered at the Thomistic Circles Conference, 
"Jesus Christ, True God and True Man: The Promise of Chalcedonian Christology," at 
the Thomistic Institute, Washington, D.C., on October 6, 2012. I am grateful to all the 
conference participants for the discussion that followed the presentation of this paper 
and especially to Robert Imbelli, Bruce Marshall, and Thomas Joseph White, for their 
helpful comments. 
 2 Paul S. Fiddes, “Salvation,” The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, ed. 
John Webster, Kathryn Tanner, and Iain Torrance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 180-81. It is interesting to note the progressive development of this approach, 
which can be illustrated by reference to three influential treatments that appeared in the 
last century. 
 In his classic work, Christus Victor (Gustaf Aulén, “Die drei Haupttypen des 
christlichen Versöhnungsgedankens,” Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie 8 [1930]: 
501-38; Eng. trans., Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the 
Idea of Atonement, trans. A. G. Herber, S.S.M.  [London: SPCK, 1930; repr.: Eugene, 
Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2003]), Gustaf Aulén speaks of “the three main types of the idea of 
the atonement”: what he calls “the classic idea” which is that of Christus Victor; the 
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 It is of course undeniable that the lexicon of Christian 
discourse, beginning with the Scriptures themselves, contains a 
variety of characterizations of both the negative features of 
human life considered apart from Christ’s salvific work and the 
positive transformation that this work effects. Nevertheless, 
even a cursory consideration of the development of the core 
doctrines of Christian faith should prompt us to question 
whether an adequate treatment of Christian salvation can re-
strict its focus to these metaphorical representations without 
reference to the Trinitarian and Christological dogmatic frame-
work which normatively regulates their authentic meaning. 
 By exemplary contrast, the Church Fathers indeed did use a 
multiplicity of images and metaphors to characterize Christ’s 
salvific work, but underlying these was always a Christological 
framework that identified the content of salvation as the unity 
of humanity and divinity in Christ by which humanity was 
enfolded in the life of the divine Trinity. We already find a full 
articulation of this Christological-soteriological framework in 
Irenaeus’s second-century work, Against the Heresies: 
 
The Lord is most compassionate and merciful and loves the human race. 
Therefore, as I have already said, he caused humanity to cling to and be united 

                                                 
Latin or Anselmian idea; and the subjective idea. But for Aulén, these are not alternative 
or complementary paths to the same mystery. Rather, the Christus Victor idea is the true 
one that reigned throughout the New Testament and the patristic period, then became 
occluded by the rise of the Anselmian doctrine until it was retrieved by Luther. On the 
other hand, the Latin and subjective approaches are simply distortions of the authentic 
proclamation of salvation in Christ. 
 In contrast, H. E. W. Turner’s The Patristic Doctrine of Redemption: A Study of the 
Development of Doctrine during the First Five Centuries, published some two decades 
later (London: A.R. Mowbray & Co., 1952) contends that there is “no single theory” 
(114) of the doctrine of redemption in the patristic era. Turner identifies four main 
approaches to depicting the salvific work of Christ: illumination (Christ as Teacher); 
sacrifice (Christ as Victim); victory over demons and death (Christus Victor); and 
deification. In his concluding lines, Turner makes some tantalizing remarks about the 
first three streams being “partial significances of that truth upon which the deification 
theory fundamentally insists” (122), but he does not elaborate on how this can be so 
beyond adverting to the mystical largesse of the deification theory. 
 Closer to our own time, Colin Gunton’s The Actuality of the Atonement: A Study of 
Metaphor, Rationality, and the Christian Tradition (London: T&T Clark, 1998) begins 
with a prolegomenon consisting of an apology for the truth-telling value of metaphors, 
after which Gunton analyzes Christian salvation according to the metaphors of victory, 
justification, and sacrifice. 
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with God. For unless it was a human being who had vanquished the enemy of 
humanity, the enemy would not have been justly vanquished. Conversely, 
unless it was God who had granted salvation, we would not have possessed it 
securely. And unless humanity had been conjoined to God, the human being 
would not have become a participant in incorruption. For it was fitting for the 
Mediator between God and humanity, by his kinship with both, to bring them 
to friendship and concord so that God may receive humanity and humanity 
may give itself to God.3 
 
In this short passage, we can see a number of metaphors and 
motifs that describe the process and effect of Christ’s salvific 
work: the “Christus Victor” theme of Christ vanquishing the 
enemy, incorruptibility, and divine-human friendship. But the 
overarching conception that enfolds these various motifs is that 
salvation is a divine-human interactivity and communion that 
coincides with the unity of humanity and divinity in Christ 
himself. 
 In the Irenaean passage quoted above, and in patristic 
theology generally, Christology and soteriology form a single 
grammatical system which regulates the syntax and discourse of 
the Christian proclamation. The play of metaphors is grounded 
in this Christological-soteriological grammar which enables and 
determines their signification. As a contribution to the contem-
porary retrieval of this grammar, this essay will attempt three 
tasks. First, I will trace, though admittedly in fairly broad 
strokes, the soteriological grammar of the nexus of Christologi-
cal councils consisting of Ephesus (431), Chalcedon (451), 
Constantinople II (553), and Constantinople III (680-81). In 
doing so, I am deliberately counteracting a tendency in modern 
Western theology to reduce conciliar Christological doctrine to 
the “fully human, fully divine” phraseology of Chalcedon.4 I 
believe that this Chalcedonian reduction, which is both 

 
 3 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 3.18.6-7 (Irénée de Lyon. Contre les hérésies, livre 3, 
vol. 2, ed. L. Doutreleau and A. Rousseau, Sources chrétiennes 211 [Paris: Éditions du 
Cerf, 1974], 364-66). 
 4 So, for example, Karl Rahner’s landmark 1954 essay, “Chalcedon: End or 
Beginning?” (translated into English as “Current Problems in Christology,” Theological 
Investigations 1, trans. Cornelius Ernst [New York: Crossroad, 1982], 149-200) simply 
takes it for granted that the Church’s normative Christological confession is fully 
contained in and reducible to “the Chalcedonian formulation.” 



168 KHALED ANATOLIOS 
 

historically and theologically misleading, has contributed 
significantly to the breakdown of an integral Christological-
soteriological grammar. It is only when we see the tetraptych of 
these councils in their continuity that we can derive the basic 
rules for proclaiming the mystery of the person and work of 
Jesus Christ.5 Second, I will offer a response to the modern 
criticism that Chalcedonian doctrine is burdened with an 
inherent contradiction inasmuch as the solidarity of God with 
the human condition indicated by the doctrine of the hypostatic 
union is undercut by positing a divine nature that remains 
impermeable to human limitations. My response will be that 
Chalcedonian doctrine, when understood within the broader 
grammar of the tetraptych of Christological councils, does not 
in fact exclude the divine nature from solidarity with the human 
condition but rather ensures the salvific teleology of this 
solidarity—in other words, that it is a solidarity which brings 
about the deifying exaltation of the human condition, not the 
demise of God. Finally, in the third part of this essay, I will 
apply my reconstruction of the soteriological grammar of 
conciliar Christology to three key utterances of the Christian 
proclamation: that Christ became sin for us, that he suffered for 
us, and that he died for us. 
 

I. THE SOTERIOLOGICAL GRAMMAR OF THE CHRISTOLOGICAL 

COUNCILS 
 
 The Chalcedonian decree is nothing if not obsessive in its 
symmetrical juxtaposition of the inner constitution of Jesus 
Christ as containing an integral divinity and an integral 
humanity. Taken by itself, the overall effect can seem to 
corroborate the modern complaint that its Christological 
conception is static and ontological rather than functional and 
soteriological.6 However, the Chalcedonian definition must be 

 
 5 It should be noted that, beginning with Constantinople I, all subsequent ecumenical 
councils saw their work as further elucidation of the Nicene Council. 
 6 For a classic statement of this criticism, see K. Rahner, “Christology Today?” in 
Theological Investigations 17, trans. Margaret Kohl (New York: Crossroad, 1981), 24-
38. For a critique of Rahner’s critique and a defense of Athanasius’s Christology on 
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seen in its broader historical context as an affirmation and 
further elaboration of the preceding Council of Ephesus and 
that council’s endorsement of the theology of Cyril of Alex-
andria. It is justifiable, then, to look first of all to Cyril for 
insights into the theological foundation of the series of mutually 
interpreting Christological councils, stretching from Ephesus to 
Constantinople III.7 
 For Cyril, the proclamation of the gospel happens with all its 
proper force and fullness when Christians compose sentences 
that make God the subject of human experiences and attributes. 
This proclamation must include such affirmations as the claim 
that, in Jesus, God was born of a woman and thus the woman 
who gave birth to him in the flesh should be called “Theotokos, 
Mother of God.”8 We must likewise say that, in Jesus, it was 
really the Word of God who “suffered in the flesh, was cruci-
fied in the flesh, and tasted death in the flesh.”9 The essential 
point at issue between Cyril and Nestorius was not whether 
Jesus Christ was both human and divine—they agreed that he 
was both—but rather the kind of unity between God and 
humanity that had been effected in Jesus Christ. The foundation 
of Cyril’s conception is that this union took place on the level 
of being, such that the very person of the Son and Word is the 
subject of human experiences. Combining the Trinitarian 
language of three “hypostases” sharing a single nature with 
Athanasius’s Christological language of the “appropriation” of 

                                                 
“functional” and “soteriological” grounds, see K. Anatolios, “Athanasius's Christology 
Today: the Life, Death, and Resurrection of Christ in On the Incarnation,” in In the 
Shadow of the Incarnation: Essays on Jesus Christ in the Early Church in Honor of Brian 
E. Daley, SJ, ed. P. Martens (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 
29-49. 
 7 Because of space restrictions, I am leaving out of explicit consideration the earlier 
councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, which affirmed the full divinity of Christ, as 
well as the application of Christological doctrine to the question of the legitimacy of 
icons at Nicaea II (787). For an excellent treatment of the latter, see Christoph 
Schönborn, Die Christus-Ikone: Eine theologische Hinfuhrung (Schaffhausen, Germany: 
Novalis Verlag, 1984). On the Christological issues embedded in the Trinitarian 
controversies of the fourth century, see my Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and 
Meaning of Trinitarian Doctrine. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2011). 
 8 Cyril, Second Letter to Nestorius (PG 77:48D). 
 9 Cyril, Third Letter to Nestorius (PG 77:121D). 
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the humanity by the divinity, Cyril speaks of the “union 
according to hypostasis,” by which the Son comes to own the 
human condition.10 At the same time, Cyril is always prompt to 
deny that this ownership reduced the divinity to the level of 
humanity. In Jesus Christ, God really is the subject of human 
experiences, and yet this ownership does not in any way harm 
the integrity and perfection, the “impassability,” of the divine 
nature. Admittedly, Cyril is less concerned with the question of 
what this divine ownership of the human condition meant (or 
felt!) for God than he is with the proclamation that it means 
salvation for human beings. Nevertheless, he is occasionally 
constrained to wrestle with the question of how divine 
impassibility can be reconciled with God’s saving appropriation 
of human weakness. In a passage from one of his most mature 
works, he puts the matter this way: 
 
He suffers with regard to the flesh that is his own, not with regard to the 
nature of the divinity [σαρκὶ τῇ ἰδίᾳ παθών, καὶ οὐ θεότητος φύσει]. The 
exposition of these things is altogether ineffable, and there is no mind that can 
attain to such subtle and transcendent thoughts. Yet, following the most 
correct expositions and carefully considering the most reasonable explanation, 
we do not reject speaking of his suffering—otherwise, we would be saying that 
the birth according to the flesh was not his but someone else’s—but neither do 
we declare that the things belonging to the flesh transpired in his divine and 
transcendent nature. Rather, as I said, he should be thought of as suffering 
with regard to the flesh that is his own, but not suffering in any such manner 
with regard to the divinity [νοοῖτο δ’ ἄν, ὡς ἔφην, σαρκὶ τῇ ἰδίᾳ παθεῖν, καίτοι 
θεότητι µὴ παθὼν κατὰ τοιόνδε τινὰ τρόπον]. . . . It is like iron, or some other 
such material, when it is put into contact with fiery flames. It receives the fire 
into itself and exudes the flame. But if someone strikes it, the material itself 
takes the hit but the nature of the fire in not at all harmed by the one who 
strikes. This is how you should understand how the Son is said to suffer in the 

 
 10 On Cyril’s appropriation theory, see John McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria 
and the Christological Controversy (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2004), 201-7. On the Athanasian provenance of this conception, see K. Anatolios, 
Athanasius, The Early Church Fathers (London & New York: Routledge, 2004), 66-74; 
and Andrew Louth, “The Use of the Term IDIOS in Alexandrian Theology from 
Alexander to Cyril,” Studia Patristica 19 (1989): 198-202. For an exemplary instance of 
Cyril’s language of union καθ̓ ὑπόστασιν, see his Second Letter to Nestorius (PG 77:45B-
C). 
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flesh but not to suffer as far as the divinity [ἐν τῷ σαρκὶ λέγεσθαι παθεῖν, 
θεότητι δὲ µὴ παθεῖν τὸν Υἱόν].11 
 
 This passage presumes Cyril’s consistent emphasis that our 
salvation happens because our human condition is appropriated 
by the divine Word. This emphasis is what motivates Cyril, here 
as elsewhere, to insist that whatever is predicated of Christ’s 
flesh must be predicated of the Word who is the genuine owner 
of that flesh. But, in response to the objection that this owner-
ship would compromise the integrity of the divine being, Cyril 
is striving to make certain qualifications and distinctions, and 
we should note that he is doing this without the benefit of the 
later Chalcedonian distinction between “person” and “nature.” 
First, we find in this passage the famous Cyrillian paradox: in 
Jesus Christ, God both suffers and does not suffer. Then a 
distinction is implied between the subject of both the suffering 
and not suffering, which in both cases is God, and the divine 
and human modalities according to which this subject acts 
and/or suffers. It is crucial to note that, for Cyril, both the 
suffering according to the flesh and the not-suffering according 
to the divine nature have God as their subject. So the Cyrillian 
rule still remains unbroken which insists that everything that 
happens in the flesh happens to God the Word as its subject. 
Yet, what happens by way of the flesh does not happen in the 
same way (κατὰ τοιόνδε τινὰ τρόπον) with reference to the 
divine nature. Finally, there is what he calls the “feeble image” 
of the iron in the fire. Following closely the terms of this 
comparison, we should note that the relation between the fire 

 
 11 G.-M. de Durand, Cyrille d'Alexandrie: Deux dialogues christologiques, Sources 
chrétiennes 97 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1964): 302-514; translated into English as St. 
Cyril of Alexandria: On the Unity of Christ, trans. J. McGuckin (Crestwood, N.Y.: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995), 130-31 (I have modified the translation). McGuckin’s 
translation raises an important issue in the articulation of the patristic logic that governs 
speaking of the suffering of Christ. Where Cyril typically uses the dative case to deny 
that Christ’s suffering applies to the divine nature (θεότητι µὴ παθὼν), McGuckin uses 
the preposition “in” (“does not suffer in the divinity”). While correct, this articulation 
tends to encourage a conception of the divine and human natures as two separate 
“locations” such that the person of the Word incarnate can be present in one location 
and not the other, depending on what he is doing or suffering. I have adjusted 
McGuckin’s translation so as to avoid spatial prepositions which are not present in 
Cyril’s Greek. 
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and the iron is one of “contact” (ὁµιλέω). So, divine 
impassibility is not here envisaged as a condition in which 
human attributes do not “touch” God. However, the contact 
creates an asymmetrical effect with respect to the things in 
contact; fire remains as it was in itself and is not at all harmed, 
but the iron “receives the fire into itself” and is transformed. 
 Notwithstanding the paradoxes and ambiguities of this 
passage, it can help us complete our description of Cyril’s 
soteriological-Christological framework. The cornerstone of 
this framework is that human salvation happens when the 
divine Word takes ownership of our human condition in his 
very being; this ownership transforms our condition without 
changing the divine being. 
 In endorsing Cyril and anathematizing Nestorius, the Coun-
cil of Ephesus of 431 affirmed this fundamental Christological-
soteriological framework. But it left unsettled the further 
question of whether within this unity of subject there persists 
wholly intact the distinction between the divinity and humanity 
of Jesus. The Council of Chalcedon attempted to settle this 
question by synthesizing the Antiochene emphasis on the 
integrity of the distinction between the divine and human 
natures, even after the Incarnation, with the Cyrillian emphasis 
on the unity of divinity and humanity in the single subject. It 
used the language of “person” (prosopon, hypostasis) to design-
nate the single subject and the language of “nature” (physis) to 
designate the distinct realities of divinity and humanity which 
are jointly predicated of “one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” As we noted, the Chalcedonian definition largely 
restricts itself to this pattern of an ontological description of the 
unity and distinction of the divinity and humanity of Jesus 
Christ and thus can give the appearance of setting forth a static, 
nonfunctional Christology. But we can readily see the soterio-
logical and functional framework undergirding this symmetrical 
ontology in a passage from Pope Leo’s Tome to Flavian, which 
is one of the texts whose authority is cited by the Council of 
Chalcedon: 
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Therefore, inasmuch as the proper character of each nature and substance is 
preserved and come together in one person, lowliness is assumed by majesty, 
weakness by power, and mortality by eternity. In order to settle the debt that 
accrued to our condition, the nature that is inviolable is united to the nature 
that is passible, so that, as was required for our healing, the one and same 
Mediator between God and human beings, the man Jesus Christ, may die in 
virtue of the one nature and be incapable of death, by virtue of the other. 
Therefore, true God was born in the whole and perfect nature of a human 
being, complete in what is his, complete in what is ours.12  
 

 In this passage, Leo uses the metaphor of debt repayment to 
characterize Christ’s salvific work, but the choice of this 
particular image is incidental to the overarching Christological 
framework and, in principle, is replaceable by other soterio-
logical metaphors. What is not incidental is essentially the same 
soteriological framework that we found in Cyril, and which we 
can now analyze as synthesizing three central affirmations: (1) 
human salvation is brought about when divinity and humanity 
are so united in Jesus Christ that God becomes the subject of 
the human condition; (2) this unity is not a static juxtaposition 
but a transformation of the human condition by the divine 
which does not thereby annihilate the structure of either nature; 
(3) this transformation happens precisely because the divine 
nature is not itself harmed or lessened by its unity with the 
humanity but rather, it is humanity that is exalted.13 These three 
affirmations are all integral to the logic of Leo’s assertions that, 
in Christ, human lowliness, weakness, and mortality are as-
sumed and transformed by divine majesty, power, and eternity. 
 If Chalcedon is understood in light of its explicit affirmation 
of Ephesus and of Cyril’s letters to Nestorius, as well as its 
condemnation of “two sons,” there can be no doubt about its 
intention to affirm Cyril’s single-subject Christology.14 Yet, in its 
 
 12 Leo, ep. 28 to Flavian (PL 54:763A-B). 
 13 Cf. Leo, Sermon 22 (PL 54:201B): “He assumed the form of a servant without the 
stain of sin, elevating the human without diminishing the divine. That self-emptying by 
which the invisible made himself visible came about through the extension of 
compassion and not through the defection of power” (“Assumpsit formam servi sine 
sorde peccati; humana provehens, divina non minuens: exinanitio enim illa qua se 
invisibilis visibilem praebuit, inclinatio fuit miserationis, non defectio potestatis”).  
 14 As Aloys Grillmeier points out, the Chalcedonian definition, when compared with 
Cyril, “looks symmetrical and undynamic because of the juxtaposition of the divine and 
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symmetrical alternation between affirming the two natures and 
the single person, Chalcedon had not succeeded in un-
ambiguously locating the unity of person. It can also be argued 
that the modern tendency in Western theology to rely on 
Chalcedon as the only “Christological” council has resulted in 
the inclination toward just such a Christology of juxtaposition, 
which is much clearer in affirming the two distinct natures than 
the location and dynamism of the union. All this is not to say 
that the Chalcedonian confession is in itself faulty but only that 
it represents a stage in the development of Christological 
doctrine and not the final and sufficient articulation of this 
doctrine. The standard modern question, first posed by Rahner, 
of “Chalcedon: End or Beginning,” leaves out the more 
historically accurate option of “Middle.”15 As I have been 
insisting, Chalcedon has to be interpreted in continuity with the 
Council of Ephesus’s affirmation of Cyrillian doctrine; at the 
same time, it has to be understood in light of the retrieval of the 
Cyrillian emphasis on the single subject of Christ in the Second 
Council of Constantinople, in 553. The latter undertook the 
task of resolving the ambiguity of Chalcedon by affirming that 
the unity of humanity and divinity took place within the person 
of “the Word, one of the Holy Trinity.” Constantinople II 
pointedly applies the basic principle of Cyrillian Christology, 
which posits God as the subject of human predication, to the 

                                                 
the human natures. . . . At the same time, Chalcedon leaves no doubt that the one Logos 
is the subject of both the human and the divine predicates” (Christ in Christian 
Tradition, vol. 1, From the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon, trans. John Bowden [Atlanta: 
John Knox Press, 1975] 552). See also the discussion of this point in Gerald O’Collins, 
Christology: A Biblical, Historical, and Systematic Study of Jesus (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 192-93. The prelude to the Chalcedonian definition of faith 
itself declares that “the council has accepted as in keeping [with the Nicene creed and 
the teaching of Constantinople I] the conciliar letters of the blessed Cyril, then shepherd 
of the church of Alexandria, to Nestorius and to those of the Orient” (see E. Schwartz, 
ed., Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum, tome 2, vol. 1 [Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1914-], 
325; English translation: Richard Price and Michael Gaddis, trans., The Acts of the 
Council of Chalcedon, Translated Texts for Historians 45 [Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2005], 203).  
 15 See n. 4 above. For a similar assessment of Chalcedon as “neither an end nor a 
beginning . . . but as an important way-station, one among several,” see Brian E. Daley, 
S.J., “Seeing God in Flesh: The Range and Implications of Patristic Christology,” 
Josephinum Journal of Theology 14 (2007) 27-44, at 41.  
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limit case of the cross: “If anyone does not confess that the one 
who was crucified in the flesh, our Lord Jesus Christ, is true 
God, and Lord of glory and one of the Holy Trinity, anathema 
sit.”16 
 Up to and including Constantinople II, the overarching focus 
was the identification of the proper subject of the divine and 
human attributes of Christ. But the soteriological framework we 
have identified always implicitly posited a divine activity of 
appropriating and transforming human nature, as well as a 
human activity of receiving this transformation, and thus a 
unified interactivity whose term was human deification. How-
ever, a terminological and conceptual clarification of the 
distinc-tion and unity of divine and human activity in Christ 
was still lacking. On this question, Chalcedon was again 
tantalizing. It merely hinted that the union of natures involved a 
unified dynamism of activity: “the character of each nature is 
preserved and concurs [συντρεχούσης] in one prosopon and one 
hypostasis,” but it did not clarify further how this concurrence, 
or literally, “running together,” can be envisioned in terms of 
the distinction and unity of the activities of the two natures. 
After Chalcedon, Constantinople II had located the unity of 
subject in Christ within the person of the Son, but still left 
untreated the question of the dynamism of divine-human 
working in the Incarnate Word. In the seventh century, one 
proposal that emerged for resolving this question was to speak 
of “one activity and one will” in Christ. This doctrine of 
“monenergism” and “monotheletism” was rejected by the sixth 
ecumenical council, Constantinople III, in 680-81. Constan-
tinople III affirmed “two natural wills and activities, concurring 
in him for the salvation of the human race [δύο φυσικὰ θελήµατά 
τε καὶ ἔνεργέιας δοξάζοµεν πρὸς σωτηρίαν τοῦ ἀνθρωπίνου γένου 
καταλλήλως συντρέχοντα].”17 
 As much as Cyril’s theology was decisive for the Council of 
Ephesus and Leo’s for Chalcedon, so was that of Maximus for 

 
 16 Canon 10; Denzinger-Schönmetzer, 432: “Εἴ τις οὐχ ὁµολογεί τὸν ἐσταυρωµένον 
σαρκὶ κύριον ἡµῶν Ἰησουν Χριστὸν εἶναι ἀληθινὸν καὶ κύριον τῆς δόξης καὶ ἕνα τῆς ἁγιάς 
τρίαδος, ὁ τοιοῦτος ἀνάθεµα ἔστω.” 
 17 Denzinger-Schönmetzer, 558. 
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the doctrine endorsed by Constantinople III. For Maximus, the 
question of Christ’s human activity and willing is strictly 
derivative of the question of the number and distinction of 
natures and so should be considered to have been settled at 
Chalcedon. Every nature possesses a capacity for willing 
(θέληµα), which is radically oriented toward perseverance and 
flourishing according to the specific mode of one’s being, as 
well as a distinct mode of operation and activity (ἐνέργεια) that 
corresponds to and defines its being. In Christ, both the divine 
and human natures are active according to their distinct modes 
of operation, but the activity of both is oriented to the 
unification of the two. God acts to be united with humanity, 
and humanity acts to be united with God. At the same time, 
there is a hierarchical arrangement to this synergy, whereby the 
human will and activity flourish to the point of deification 
through submission to the divine will and activity. The 
paradigmatic moment in which this dramatic structure of 
divine-human interactivity is displayed is Jesus’ prayer at 
Gesthemane, “Not my will [θέληµα] but your will be done” 
(Luke 22:42). In this prayer, Jesus humanly wills to submit his 
human will to the divine will, thus enacting the unity of divine 
and human willing and activity.18  
 In surveying the tetraptych of Christological councils 
stretching from Ephesus to Constantinople III, we find ample 
grounds for questioning the common modern assumption that 
soteriology lies outside the parameters of defined dogma. 
Rather, this overview enables us to identify a set of soterio-
logical principles that should be considered as possessing the 
same level of normativity as the Christological formulations to 

 
 18 “If, however, you understand the subject of the phrase Let not what I will, but 
what you will prevail to be not the man just like us but the man we consider as Savior, 
then you have confessed the ultimate concurrence of his human will with the divine 
will, which is both his and the Father’s; and you have demonstrated that with the 
duality of his natures there are two wills [θελήσεις] and two operations [ἐνεργείαι] 
respective of the two natures, and that he admits no opposition between them, even 
though he maintains all the while the difference between the two natures from which, in 
which, and which he is by nature” (Maximus the Confessor, Opusculum 6 [PG 91:68A]; 
English translation: On the Cosmic Mystery of Jesus Christ: Selected Writings from St. 
Maximus the Confessor, trans. Paul M. Blowers and Robert Louis Wilken [Crestwood, 
N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2003], 174). 
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which they correspond. Essentially, as we have seen, the content 
of human salvation is understood to be the deifying appro-
priation of the human condition, including its postlapsarian 
negativities, by the subject of the divine Word and Son of the 
Father. This work of salvation is both a divine and human 
work, and it consists not in the mere juxtaposition of divinity 
and humanity but in the active transformation and deification of 
the human by the divine and the active reception of this 
transformation and deification by the human. Both divine 
impassibility and the attribution of human predications to the 
divine Word are equally indispensable to this framework. If 
divine impassibility is compromised, then the divine resources 
that enable human deification are rendered ineffective; if the 
human condition is not directly predicated of God, then they 
are not transformed unto deification. 
 

II. TWO-NATURES CHRISTOLOGY AND DIVINE SOLIDARITY 
 
 In tracing the soteriological framework of conciliar 
Christology, I have identified as a foundational element in this 
edifice Cyril’s persistent emphasis that the essence of the gospel 
is that God has drawn near to humanity to the extent of making 
the human condition fully his own, thereby transforming it unto 
deification. In battling with Nestorius, it was always Cyril’s 
primary intent to safeguard the legitimacy of ascribing to God 
all the features of the human condition: it was God himself who 
was born of the womb of a young Jewish woman; it was God 
who was nailed to the tree and suffered and died. Yet, we have 
also seen that Cyril tried to clarify that such attributions are not 
to be imputed to Christ’s divinity in exactly the same way that 
they are understood with reference to his humanity. It is just 
such a move that is implicated in the modern criticism that what 
“classical Christology” gives with one hand in affirming that 
God is the subject of all the human experiences of Jesus, it takes 
away with the other by denying that these experiences take 
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place in the divine nature.19 From the standpoint of conciliar 
Christology and soteriology, we can indeed make the rebuttal 
that imputing human attributes to the divine nature leads to a 
confusion of natures and dismantles the transformative salvific 
dynamism by which human nature is assimilated to the 
uncompromised divine perfection. But we should also not fail to 
acknowledge the challenge that this modern criticism poses for 
the Chalcedonian framework, even in the terms proper to that 
framework itself. Just how are we to understand the affirmation 
that, in Christ, God becomes really the subject of human 
limitations without thereby being limited by these limitations? 
Cyril himself, as we have seen, was acutely aware of the depths 
of this mystery. But he also recognized that the goal is not 
ultimately to explain the mystery but to state it in the right away 
so that nothing less than the gospel is proclaimed. 
 One solution that suggests itself is to ascribe human 
limitations to the human nature and not to the divine nature. 
We can say for example that the Incarnate Word suffers in the 
human nature but not in the divine nature or by virtue of the 
human nature rather than by virtue of the divine nature. It is in 
just those terms that modern critiques of conciliar Christology 
accuse the latter of simply separating the divine nature from the 
properties and passibilities of Christ’s humanity. Jürgen Molt-
mann describes the fundamental logic of classical Christology 
thus: 
 
If one considers the events on the cross between Jesus and his God in the 
framework of the doctrine of the two natures, then the Platonic axiom of the 
essential apatheia of God sets up an intellectual barrier against the recognition 
of the suffering of Christ, for a God who is subject to suffering like all other 

 
 19 Thus, J. Moltmann’s characterization of the inconsistency of Cyril on this point: 
“Even Cyril of Alexandria, who more than any one else stressed the personal unity of 
Christ against those who pressed for the distinction of the two natures, was not able to 
remedy the ‘error’ which the whole of early Christian theology demonstrates at this 
point. As a consequence of his christology of unity he really had to refer the cry of the 
forsaken Christ on the cross to the complete, divine and human person of the Son. ‘But 
Cyril cannot manage that . . .’” (The Crucified God, trans. R. A. Wilson and John 
Bowden [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993], 229. Moltmann’s quotations refer to W. 
Elert, Der Ausgang der altkirchlichen Christologie: Eine Untersuchung über Theodor von 
Pharan und seine Zeit als Einführung in die alte Dogmengeschichte (Berlin: Lutherisches 
Verlagshaus, 1957). 
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creatures cannot be ‘God’. Therefore the God-man Christ can only have 
suffered ‘according to the flesh’ and ‘in the flesh’, that is in his human 
nature.20 
 
It might seem that Cyril was adopting exactly this strategy in his 
explanation that the human suffering occurred with reference to 
the flesh and not to the divine nature (σαρκὶ καὶ οὐ θεότητος 
φύσει). Similarly, Leo clarifies that Jesus Christ died in virtue of 
the human nature but not in virtue of the divine nature (ex uno 
. . . non ex altero). But it would be a mistake to interpret either 
of these statements as resolving the problem by merely 
differentiating and separating the natures, without seeing that in 
both cases the distinction of natures is posited within their 
union in the single person of Christ. It might happen that Cyril 
or Leo, for polemical and rhetorical reasons, defend the im-
passibility of the divine nature separately from the affirmation 
of the appropriation of the human by the divine. But it has 
perhaps now become a necessary task of a constructive retrieval 
of their theologies to condition the one emphasis by the other 
so as to bring out a more transparently synthetic treatment. 
Such a synthesis would claim its foundation in the fundamental 
Cyrillian insight that merely distinguishing the human and 
divine attributes of Christ does not in itself amount to the 
proclamation of the gospel. After all, the distinction between 
the divine and human natures was completely established in the 
act of creation and did not require the Incarnation. The heart of 
the gospel and its novum is rather the supreme mystery that 
human nature was united with the divine nature in a single 
hypostasis without impairment to the integrity of either nature. 
It is the integrity of the two natures within their union in Christ, 
not the integrity of the natures as such, that has any value with 
reference to the good news of Jesus Christ. Indeed, if we merely 
separate Christological predications into discrete compartments 
representing the divine and human natures respectively, are we 
not trying to describe the features of the Incarnation in pre-
Incarnation terms? Are we not thereby positing a separation of 
natures and making the incarnate Word the subject and agent of 
 
 20 Moltmann, The Crucified God, 228. 
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this separation instead of the subject and agent of the unity of 
the two natures? Are we not, finally, interpreting the mystery of 
Christ according to a logic that was transcended by the very 
advent of that mystery? 
 If the fundamental grammar of conciliar Christology and 
soteriology constrains us to reject both the separation of 
Christological predications into divine and human compart-
ments, and the direct attribution of human attributes to the 
divine nature, how should we talk about the mystery of God’s 
deifying appropriation of our human nature and condition? The 
answer to this question, again inspired by Cyril, must simply be 
that there is nothing else to talk about whenever we talk about 
the Christological mystery. That is to say, we cannot talk 
Christological sense by making either affirmations or negations 
with respect to the natures of Christ while considering each 
separately and apart from the other. Christological sense is 
made only when we talk about the unity and dynamic 
interactivity of the two natures in the person of the Word, an 
interactivity whose content is always the deifying trans-
formation of the human nature by the divine nature. Nothing 
less than this whole salvific dynamism and its internal hier-
archical structure can be intelligibly predicated of Christ, whose 
entire person and entire work consists in nothing other than this 
very dynamism. So, with regard to every Christological 
predication, it is not sufficient merely to pose the question, to 
which nature this predication should be applied. Without 
further supplementation, that is a question that belongs to a 
pre-Incarnation logic. The mere denial of the attribution of a 
human predication to the divine nature, while admittedly part 
of the logic of patristic Christology, nevertheless needs to be 
qualified by and synthesized with the emphasis on the unity of 
natures through the hypostatic union. At the same time, we 
must reject any simplistic attribution of the human content of a 
Christological predication directly to the divine nature, which 
would at once evacuate God of divinity and deprive humanity 
of deification. I am suggesting, however, that there is a third 
way, which is both faithful to the fundamental grammar of 
patristic Christology and soteriology and responsive to its 
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modern critiques. According to this third way, the appropriate 
way of stating the question of interpreting Christological 
predications must take something like the following form: How 
does this predication belong to the divine person of the Son, 
who is the subject of both the divine and human natures, such 
that it refers both to the activity of the divine nature in 
communicating its perfections to the human nature and the 
activity of the human nature in receiving these perfections unto 
deification? 
 

III. THE CHRISTOLOGICAL-SOTERIOLOGICAL GRAMMAR  
OF THE GOSPEL 

 
 We may test this approach by reference to three key 
sentences in the Christian proclamation: “Christ became sin for 
us” (2 Cor 5:21); “Christ suffered for us” (1 Pet 2:21; 4:1); 
“Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8).21 Following the approach 
indicated above, we will in each case be looking to identify the 
properly human and divine activities which “run together” such 
that a given aspect of the human condition is deified by an 
analogous feature of the divine life. This approach assumes as 
an a priori principle that the inner meaning of each Christo-
logical statement will always be reducible to the proclamation 
that in Christ, God has become “for us” by his “appropriation” 
and transformation of the human condition, thus enabling us to 
reappropriate this Christ-appropriated and deified humanity. 
While I am proposing that this logical structure, in which 
Christology and soteriology constitute a single grammar, is in 
fact normative for the interpretation of Christological state-
ments, the particular inflections by which this structure is 
implemented in the following speculative interpretations are not 
meant to be themselves normative but simply illustrative of how 
such a structure can be applied.  

 
 21 In the following, I am not treating these three utterances exegetically, with 
reference to their scriptural meaning in their original context, but rather as models of 
the application of conciliar Christological-soteriological grammar to key elements of the 
Christian proclamation. The question of how this grammar itself was derived from 
scriptural material is a fundamental one, but beyond the scope of the present article. 
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A) “Christ Became Sin for Us”  
 
 To say that Christ became sin for us is to say that when he 
appropriated our human nature and condition, he also counted 
our sins as his own. I understand this to mean not that he 
merely wallowed in the imputed guilt of humanity’s sins but 
rather that he took upon himself our sins in the mode of 
repentance. That is, he repented of our sins as if they were his 
own.22 Christ’s perfect human repentance included all the 
features by which that disposition is scripturally described and 
prescribed: displeasure at sin, recognition of the sovereignty and 
love of God, total obedience, and ultimately a complete self-
giving in fulfillment of the psalmist’s utterance: 
 
Sacrifice and offering you do not desire,  
 but you have given me an open ear. 
Burnt-offering and sin-offering  
 you have not required.  
Then I said, “Here I am  
 in the scroll of the book it is written of me. 
 I delight to do your will, O my God;  
 your law is within my heart.”23  
 
 But the divine depths of Christ’s human repentance consisted 
in his eternally perfect glorification of the Father in the Spirit, 
which was always the standard against which he measured and 
lamented the dishonor to God brought about by sin.24 This 

 
 22 That Christ’s “satisfaction” for human sin consisted, at least partly, in his 
repentance on our behalf is strongly suggested by Thomas Aquinas when he attributes to 
Christ the sadness that produces repentance (cf. 2 Cor 7:10) (STh III, q.  46, a. 6, ad 2). 
Later in the same article, St. Thomas again seems to attribute to Christ the pain of 
penance, this time with reference to Isaiah 53:4 (ibid., ad 4).  
 23 Ps 40:6-8 (NRSV) 
 24 On Christ’s redemptive work as a “sacrifice of worship” (“ein latreutisches 
Opfer”) consisting in his glorification of God, see Matthias Scheeben, Die Mysterien des 
Christentums: Wesen, Bedeutung und Zusammenhang derselben nach der in ihrem 
übernatürlichen Charakter gegebenen Perspektive dargestellt [Mainz: Matthias-
Grünewald-Verlag, 1925], esp. 410-23). For Scheeben, “the most sublime function of 
the God-man is the infinite glorification of God, which He is to achieve in Himself and 
in His mystical body. . . . By carrying out this mission He procures for men their 
reconciliation and pardon with God, but in such a way that, once men have been 
reconciled and pardoned, they are to join Him as his living members for the purpose of 
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intra-Trinitarian glorification which takes place in the divine 
nature is communicated to Christ’s humanity within the divine 
Son’s appropriation of the full extent of human sinfulness. To 
say that Christ became sin for us is therefore to say that in 
Christ the Son’s eternal glorification of the Father in the Spirit 
was communicated to Christ’s humanity as repentance for sin. It 
means conversely that through Christ we can repent for our sins 
to the point of entering fully into the Son’s glorification of the 
Father in the Spirit. Christ’s becoming sin for us in the mode of 
repentance is thus an affirmation that applies to both the divine 
and human natures and unifies them while retaining the 
distinctive dynamism of each nature. 
 
B) “Christ Suffered for Us”  
 
 Too often questions about the suffering of Christ and of God 
are treated in a pre-Chalcedonian manner that does not make 
use of the precisions of the person-nature framework, not to 
mention treatments that are explicitly anti-Chalcedonian. 
Alternatively, as I indicated earlier, it is sometimes said in sup-
port of a Chalcedonian logic that Christ suffers in the human 
nature but not in the divine nature, which, for reasons that I 
also indicated earlier, seems to me to be an inadequate for-
mulation. Moreover, with regard to the question of Christ’s 
suffering, what is often missing from the discussion is not only 
an appreciation of the conciliar Christological grammar but also 
a consideration of the mysterious nature of human suffering 
itself. To take only one aspect of this mystery, we can wonder at 
the paradox evoked by the typical way in which we talk about 
whether we “can suffer” this or that. For example, Jesus asks his 
disciples whether they can drink the cup from which he is going 
to drink (cf. Matt 20:22). Sometimes people say that they “can” 
or “cannot” withstand a type or measure of suffering. The 
paradox lies in the juxtaposition of the language of capacity and 
the language of suffering, given that suffering, by definition, 

                                                 
glorifying God” (The Mysteries of Christianity, trans. Cyril Vollert, S.J. [New York: 
Crossroad, 2006], 431).  
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designates a kind of incapacity. So, “I can accept this suffering,” 
really must mean something like: “I am capable of this in-
capacity,” or “I have the capacity to withstand this incapacity.” 
Generally, we speak of the person who “can” suffer as more 
capable than the person who “cannot” suffer. In the person who 
“can” suffer, the incapacity represented by the suffering is 
matched or transcended by the other capacities of that person. 
In the person who “cannot” suffer, the incapacities represented 
by the suffering are not countered by any compensating 
capacities of that person and so the incursion of the suffering 
simply annihilates that person. 
 A distinctive intensification of the paradoxical nature of 
suffering is the mysterious activity of compassion. In that case, 
the ontological or psychological incapacity of one person is 
voluntarily appropriated by another person; we speak of 
someone “identifying” with another’s suffering. This appro-
priation of another’s incapacity in the act of compassion is 
considered in itself as a positive capacity which manifests the 
supreme capacity of love. So, in the act of compassion, the 
capacity of one person’s love enfolds the incapacity of another 
person’s suffering without necessarily diminishing the capacities 
of the compassionate person. It seems to me that we must 
envision divine compassion in some such way as a perfect ca-
pacity to identify with human suffering without any diminish-
ment of divine capacities or qualification of the perfection of 
divine bliss.  
 Applying all this to the statement that Christ suffers for us, 
we have to reiterate the principle that any affirmation about 
Christ can only ultimately mean the communication of the 
features of the divine nature to the human nature, which 
communication itself constitutes the single person of the 
incarnate Word. One application of this principle with regard to 
statements about the suffering of Christ is to understand these 
statements as adverting to the mystery of the communication of 
divine compassion to the suffering of the human nature of 
Christ and through him to all of human nature. Through Christ, 
human suffering becomes perfectly transparent to divine 
compassion such that the incapacity of this suffering is enfolded 
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by the perfect capacity of divine compassionate love and the 
perfect bliss of this love. It is because this transaction took place 
in the person of Christ that we have the capacity to give heed to 
St. Paul’s exhortation to “boast in our suffering” (Rom 5:3) as 
he himself “rejoices” in his suffering (cf. Col 1:24). We can only 
boast and rejoice in our suffering through the one who 
definitively joined all the divine joy with all of human suffering 
in his very person. In this way, we can understand Christ’s 
compassionate suffering as applicable to both the divine and 
human natures, preserving the distinction between them, while 
affirming their communion or “running together” for our 
salvation. 
 
C) “Christ Died for Us”  
 
 At this point, we arrive at the very heart of the paschal 
mystery, and the rules of Christological and soteriological 
grammar must lead us back to a reaffirmation of that mystery. 
These rules constrain us to attribute the death of Christ directly 
to the person of the Word, who cannot be ontologically 
separated from the divine nature. To say that the Son died in 
the human nature and not in the divine nature is an inadequate 
formulation even if it is correct as far as it goes. On the other 
end of the spectrum, we have the musings of Moltmann about 
“the death of Jesus as a trinitarian event between the Son and 
the Father.”25 Moltmann paints a scenario in which the Son dies 
and the Father thereby also suffers “the death of his Fatherhood 
in the death of the Son,”26 while their mutual death causes the 
procession of “the spirit of life, love, and election to sal-
vation.”27 This is not the place to embark on a detailed critique 
of the convolutions of Moltmann’s position.28 For our present 
purpose, it is sufficient to note that his essential Christological 

 
 25 Moltmann, The Crucified God, 245. 
 26 Ibid., 243. 
 27 Ibid., 26. 
 28 This has already been admirably accomplished in Bruce Marshall, “The Dereliction 
of Christ and the Impassibility of God,” Divine Impassibility and the Mystery of Human 
Suffering, ed. James Keating and Thomas Joseph White, O.P. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 2009), 246-98. 



186 KHALED ANATOLIOS 
 

error is to attribute to the divine nature the human meaning of 
what “death” entails without positing the appropriate analogical 
distance between human and divine predications in the personal 
unity of Jesus Christ. As we have seen, the conciliar grammar of 
Christological statements indicates exactly the opposite 
directionality. What happens for our salvation in Christ is not 
the transformation of the divine nature by the human nature, so 
that God can be diminished in solidarity with our diminish-
ment, but rather the transformation of the human nature by the 
divine, so that we may be exalted by our communion with 
divine glory. Therefore, when we say something about Christ, 
we are speaking of the deifying communication of an aspect of 
the divine nature to a corresponding aspect of the human nature 
such that this communication itself establishes the proper 
analogy between the two natures and the ultimate fulfillment of 
human nature as made in the image of God and perfected in the 
likeness of God. In the case of Christ’s death, we have to ask, 
what is the aspect of the divine nature that properly cor-
responds to, even while reversing, human death? And we must 
find our answer not by dint of sheer speculation but by 
reference to the scriptural account of the words and actions of 
Jesus. There we find a clear announcement by Jesus himself of 
the inner content of his own death. In the synoptic accounts of 
the Last Supper and the corresponding Priestly Discourse of the 
Gospel of John, Jesus reveals the content of his death as an act 
of Eucharistic self-giving. This self-giving, as a personal act of 
the incarnate Word, who is the owner of both the divine and 
human natures, must be explicated with reference to both 
natures. As a human activity, Jesus’s Eucharistic self-giving to 
the Father in the Spirit reached the point of physical death in 
obedience to the divine plan of salvation. As a divine activity, 
Jesus’s Eucharistic self-giving eternally characterizes his mutual 
relations with the Father and the Spirit which constitute the 
indestructible divine life. Therefore, as Roch Kereszty puts it, 
“in handing over his human life to the Father on the cross, the 
eternal Son has completed the ‘translation’ into the finite acts of 
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an alienated human existence the eternal act of returning his 
divine being to the Father in the Holy Spirit.”29 We can say, 
therefore, that in the death of the God-Man, Jesus’s human and 
divine modes of self-giving “run together” in such a way that his 
human death is reversed by his eternal self-receiving and self-
offering to the Father in the Spirit—and it is this union of his 
human and divine modes of self-giving that constitute his death 
as well as his and our Resurrection. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 Throughout this paper, I have been proposing in essence that 
the promise of Chalcedonian Christology is nothing less than 
the deification of our humanity. In presenting an overview of 
the soteriological grammar of conciliar Christology, I have 
cautioned against the tendency to reduce this grammar, which 
was developed over a whole series of ecumenical councils, to 
the ontological symmetry of the two natures which dominates 
the Chalcedonian definition. Chalcedon’s emphasis on the en-
during integrity of the two natures needs properly to be 
enfolded within the overarching and foundational stress, going 
back to Cyril, on the hypostatic union by which the human 
nature is transformed through its communion with the divine 
nature in the person of the Word. Modern critiques that have 
dismissed two-natures Christology as undermining divine soli-
darity with the human condition are themselves in thrall to a 
narrow Chalcedonian reductionism that fails properly to 
contextualize patristic affirmations about the distinction of 
natures within a foundational stress on the hypostatic union. I 
have argued that an integral consideration of conciliar 
Christological and soteriological grammar should guide us to 
make sense of every Christological predication in terms of the 
dynamic union of the divine and human natures in Christ, such 
that the human nature is transformed by the divine unto 
deification while the divine nature retains all its perfections and 

 
 29 Roch Kereszty, Jesus Christ: Fundamentals of Christology (New York: Alba House, 
2002), 405. 
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communicates them to the human nature. It should be evident 
that, according to this principle, soteriological grammar is 
clearly constitutive of Christological statements and their proper 
intelligibility. I have applied this principle to three key sentences 
of the Christian proclamation of Christ’s saving work: “Christ 
became sin for us”; “Christ suffered for us”; “Christ died for 
us.” On the basis of the last example, we can finally say that this 
pattern is inscribed by a Paschal grammar, in which every 
predication applied to Christ ultimately signifies the Passover in 
Christ from our human limitations and negativities to our 
deifying participation in divine life. Whatever we say about 
Christ, what we are saying in reality, according to the soterio-
logical grammar of conciliar Christology, is that Christ is our 
Passover from sin and death to a participation in the Son’s 
glorification of the Father in the Spirit. 
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HILE STAYING IN Orvieto and Rome during the 
1260s, Thomas Aquinas became the first Scholastic 
theologian to disturb the peaceful repose many 

patristic and conciliar texts had enjoyed since the Carolingian 
period. These texts influenced Thomas’s mature presentations 
of various theological topics, including Christology.1 Chalcedon 
and the development of Chalcedonian principles at the second 
and third councils of Constantinople convinced him that long-
condemned heresies were masquerading as legitimate theolo-
gumena and that the orthodox faith on the mode of union was 
hiding in plain sight as merely the prevailing opinion. 
 In the Summa theologiae, Thomas labored to introduce the 
recovered conciliar and patristic sources as authorities cor-
recting the Christological errors of his own era. Viewed in light 

 

 1 For information on Thomas’s recovery and use of conciliar and patristic sources, 
see M. Morard, “Thomas d’Aquin lecteur des conciles,” Archivum franciscanum 
historicum 98 (2005): 211-365; idem, “Une source de saint Thomas d’Aquin: Le 
deuxième Concile de Constantinople (553),” Revue des sciences philosophiques et 
théologiques 81 (1977): 21-56; G. Geenen, “En marge du Concile de Chalcédonie: Les 
texts du Quatrième Concile dans les œvres de saint Thomas,” Angelicum 29 (1952): 43-
59; idem, “The Council of Chalcedon in the Theology of St. Thomas,” in From an 
Abundant Spring: The Walter Farrell Memorial Volume of the Thomist (New York: P. J. 
Kenedy, 1952), 172-217; I. Backes, Die Christologie des hl. Thomas von Aquin und die 
griechischen Kirchenväter (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1931). Morard provides the most 
thorough examination of Thomas’s citations from the acta of the various councils and 
from accompanying documents. Geenen discusses the various topics on which 
Chalcedon influenced Thomas’s theology. Backes’s study remains an indispensable 
source for the influence of Greek patristic texts on his Christology. 

W 
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of these efforts, the Angelic Doctor’s retrieval of Chalcedon 
appears nothing short of transformative. His contemporaries 
and immediate successors, however, hardly seemed to notice. 
His own students from his second Parisian regency, the very 
period in which he completed the Christological portions of the 
Summa theologiae, declined or otherwise failed to repeat these 
new authorities or the affirmations and condemnations he based 
upon them.2 Even Thomas’s accusers and defenders during the 
correctoria controversy proved impervious to these novel 
authorities.3 Two things seem at first glance to follow. First, 
Thomas’s retrieval of Chalcedon introduced a disjunction 
within his own thought and with respect to his predecessors and 
contemporaries on the mode of union in Christ. Second, his 
Chalcedonian Christology exercised virtually no influence. 
Upon closer inspection, these appearances prove misleading. 
 Retrieving conciliar and patristic sources introduced no 
rupture or disjunction within Thomas’s Christology. His mature 
pronouncements brought to fruition arguments and lines of 
thought already evident in his earliest works, suggesting a deep 
continuity between his early and late Christology.4 It is more 
accurate to say that recovering Chalcedon, Constantinople II, 
and Constantinople III honed his approach to the Incarnation 
than that it recast it. Already in his Scriptum on the Sentences 
(1252-56), Thomas’s distinct Christological intuitions are 
apparent. These intuitions, together with his consistent and 
thorough employment of John Damascene’s De fide orthodoxa, 
account for the continuities in his Christology from the early 
works of a bachelor on the Sentences to the mature works of a 

 

 2 See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, The Person and his Works, 
trans. R. Royal (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 
197-223. 
 3 On the correctoria controversy, see Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, 1:305-10; Mark 
D. Jordan, “The Controversy of the Correctoria and the Limits of Metaphysics,” 
Speculum 57 (1982): 292-314. 
 4 Richard Cross adopts this same basic approach to Thomas’s Christology. See 
Richard Cross, The Metaphysics of the Incarnation: Thomas Aquinas to Duns Scotus 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 58 n. 28 for explicit discussion of the point. 
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master formulating a new theological curriculum.5 I will stress 
this continuity not as a counterpoint to affirming the signify-
cance of Thomas’s historical researches but rather as an indica-
tion that Chalcedon proved so significant because it confirmed 
principles he found in the Damascene and could utilize in 
confronting new Christological topics, such as Christ’s esse. 
  Emphasizing continuities also justifies employing different 
criteria for gauging the influence of Thomas’s Chalcedonian 
Christology. Nearly half a century passed between his citations 
of Chalcedon and their repetition by another theologian, 
Durandus of St. Pourçain (ca. 1275-1332/4).6 Durandus, follow-
ing the standard practice of his time and in agreement with his 
prominent critic, Hervaeus Natalis, carefully defended multiple 
esse in Christ.7 They both advocated what is at minimum a 
surface disagreement with Thomas on Christ’s esse.8 This was 
not atypical. Thomas’s influence on Christological reflections in 
the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries pertained less 
to authorities and specific teachings and more to the framing of 
questions and the transmission of Chalcedonian principles. 
Theologians who rejected his views on Christological composi-
tion and unity of esse in Christ did so firmly rooted in principles 

 

 5 This is not to deny that there are changes and developments between the Scriptum 
and the Summa theologiae. For an insightful presentation of these changes and 
developments relative to Christology, see Joseph Wawrykow, “Wisdom in the 
Christology of Thomas Aquinas,” in Christ among the Medieval Dominicans, ed. Kent 
Emery and Joseph Wawrykow (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1998), 175-96. 
 6 Isabel Iribarren is the best source for information on Durandus, his censure, and his 
Christology. See Isabel Iribarren, Durandus of St. Pourçain: A Dominican Theologian in 
the Shadow of Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); “The Christological 
Thought of Durandus of St.-Pourçain in the Context of an Emergent Thomism,” in 
Philosophical Debates at Paris in the Early 14th Century, ed. S. Brown, T. Dewener, and 
T. Kobusch (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2009), 309-24; “La Christologie de Durand de Saint-
Pourçain dans le contexte de l’émergence du thomisme au XIVe siècle,” Revue des 
sciences philosophiques et théologiques 92 (2008): 241-56. Durandus is the earliest 
author I know of who repeats Thomas’s citations, but there certainly may be earlier 
authors who did so. 
 7 On the conflict, see Elizabeth Lowe, The Contested Theological Authority of 
Thomas Aquinas: The Controversies between Hervaeus Natalis and Durandus of St. 
Pourçain, 1307-1323 (New York: Routledge, 2003). On the Christological agreements 
between Hervaeus and Durandus, see Iribarren, “The Christological Thought.” 
 8 See Iribarren, “The Christological Thought”; idem, “La Christologie de Durand.” 
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developed by and adopted from him.9 More specifically, his 
efforts to identify person, hypostasis, and suppositum in 
rational natures guarded against terminological imprecision that 
risked introducing a second or secondary subject in Christ 
beyond the person of the Word. More than a merely theoretical 
concern, this risk emerged from loose or broad understandings 
of hypostasis and suppositum during the first half of the 
thirteenth century, understandings Thomas found overly 
hospitable to problematic divisions in Christ. His greatest 
contribution to Chalcedonian Christology in the high Middle 
Ages was his persistent emphasis that simple adherence to two 
natures united in one person by itself fails to guard sufficiently 
against the introduction of multiple subjects in Christ. He 
successfully conveyed this Christological principle or, as it is 
sometimes described, this Chalcedonian grammar, even to those 
who otherwise rejected his Christological formulations. The 
promise of Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christology concerns his 
thorough mastery of Chalcedonian principles or grammar and 
his facility employing those principles or that grammar to 
address new questions or topics in order to illuminate biblical 
portrayals of Jesus. 
 
I. TWELFTH- AND EARLY-THIRTEENTH-CENTURY BACKGROUND 

 
 Chalcedon’s determination that in Christ two perfect natures 
are united in the one hypostasis of the Son without change, 
confusion, separation, or division has many components. For 
the purposes of this investigation, I will treat these various 
components under the general umbrella of the mode of union. 
 Scholastic discussions of the mode of union typically 
followed the framework of topics and authorities provided by 

 

 9 On Thomas’s understanding of hypostatic or personal composition and reactions to 
it, see Corey Barnes, “Christological Composition in Thirteenth-Century Debates,” The 
Thomist 75 (2011): 173-206; Michael Gorman, “Christ as Composite according to 
Aquinas,” Traditio 55 (2000): 143-57. 



 AQUINAS’S CHALCEDONIAN CHRISTOLOGY 193 
 

Peter Lombard’s Sentences.10 In distinction 6 of his third book 
of the Sentences, Peter detailed three opinions on the mode of 
union in Christ.11 The three opinions represented clusters of 
overlapping propositions and authorities (such as Augustine, 
Boethius, and John Damascene).12 The Lombard described all 

 

 10 Our understanding of how the Sentences framed medieval theology has been 
greatly assisted by G. R. Evans, ed., Medieval Commentaries on the “Sentences” of Peter 
Lombard, vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2001); and Philipp W. Rosemann, ed., Medieval 
Commentaries on the “Sentences” of Peter Lombard, vol. 2 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2009). 
Marcia Colish, Peter Lombard, 2 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994) remains indispensable 
for understanding Peter Lombard and his Sentences. 
 11 During the medieval period, the three opinions were known by their number 
rather than by any specific name. This practice can be confusing in that some Scholastics 
rearranged the order of the opinions. The names common in contemporary scholarship 
(i.e., assumptus theory, subsistence theory/composite person theory, habitus theory) 
were proposed in B. Barth, “Ein neues Dokument zur Geschichte der frühscholastischen 
Christologie,” Theologische Quartalschrift 100 (1919): 409-26 and 101 (1920): 235-62. 
For presentations of the three opinions, see Colish, Peter Lombard, 1:398-438; Walter 
H. Principe, “Some Examples of Augustine’s Influence on Medieval Christology,” in 
Collectanea Augustiniana (Louvain: Leuven University Press, 1990), 955-74; Lauge O. 
Nielsen, Theology and Philosophy in the Twelfth Century: A Study of Gilbert of Porreta’s 
Thinking and Theological Expositions of the Doctrine of the Incarnation during the 
Period 1130-1180 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1982); N. M. Häring, “The Case of Gilbert de la 
Porrée Bishop of Poitiers (1142-1154),” Medieval Studies 13 (1951): 1-40. 
 12 Theologians in the twelfth century explored the mystery of the Incarnation 
according to received authorities. On the mode of union in Christ, the standard sources 
were Augustine and Boethius. Augustine wrote without the benefit of Ephesus and 
Chalcedon, so his many and diverse discussions of Christology do not always translate 
smoothly or seamlessly into Chalcedonian terms. The breadth of his Christological 
discussions also allowed his texts to be quoted in support of differing and even 
contradictory assertions. Augustine was a chief authority for all three of the 
Christological opinions reported by the Lombard. Boethius’s De duabus naturis et una 
persona Christi, otherwise known as Contra Euthychen et Nestorium, provided a more 
targeted and also more limited authority. Boethius reflected Chalcedonian orthodoxy 
and argued against Eutyches and Nestorius that in the Incarnation two perfect natures 
were united in one divine person and suggested the Chalcedonian specifications that this 
union happens without change, confusion, separation, or division. For all its utility, 
there are two noteworthy omissions in Boethius’s text. First, he never identified the 
divine person in question. Second, he never defined the relationship of persona and 
hypostasis. Despite these failings, Contra Eutychen et Nestorium remained a crucial 
means for transmitting Chalcedonian orthodoxy to medieval theologians. Adherence to 
Boethius’s Christological grammar, I would argue, rendered medieval Christologies 
implicitly Chalcedonian. During the second half of the twelfth century, John 
Damascene’s De fide orthodoxa was introduced in the West. Peter Lombard was the first 
or one of the first to cite the Damascene as an authority, and his use of De fide 
orthodoxa in the Sentences guaranteed continuing attention to John as Scholastics began 
commenting on the Sentences. On the Lombard’s use of John Damascene, see Jacques-
Guy Bougerol, “The Church Fathers and the Sentences of Peter Lombard,” in Reception 
of the Church Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the Maurists, ed. I. Backus, 
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three opinions as affirming two natures united in the one person 
of the Son (III Sent., d.5) and accordingly presented them as 
well within the parameters of orthodox Christology as these 
were understood in the mid-twelfth century.13 The tools and 
techniques of Scholastic theology rapidly grew more refined, 
and treatments of the mode of union specified the pre-
suppositions and consequences of each opinion with increasing 
precision and in terms of two questions: (1) whether Christ was 
unum vel duo, and (2) whether Christ was something according 
as a human being (an Christus est aliquid secundum quod 
homo).14 The position that Christ as a human being was not 
something (non est aliquid), so-called Christological nihilianism, 
was condemned by Pope Alexander III in 1170 (Cum in nostra) 
and 1177 (Cum Christus).15 Through the efforts of Philip the 
Chancellor, Albertus Magnus, and Thomas Aquinas, the 
question of unum vel duo was transformed into the question of 
a unity or plurality of esse in Christ.16 Thomas distinguishes the 
second opinion from the others by its distinct affirmation of 
Christ’s unity of esse.17 The present analysis will concentrate on 
how he differentiates the first and second opinions. 

                                                 

vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1997), 113-64. On his use of Augustine, see the above and 
Principe, “Some Examples of Augustine’s Influence.” 
 13 See Ignaz Backes, “Die christologische Problematik der Hochscholastik und ihre 
Beziehung zu Chalkedon,” in Das Konzil von Chalkedon, vol. 2, ed. A. Grillmeier and 
H. Bacht (Würzburg: Echter-Verlag, 1953), 923-39. 
 14 These two questions have been identified and examined excellently in Walter H. 
Principe, The Theology of the Hypostatic Union in the Early Thirteenth Century, 4 vols. 
(Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies 1963-75). 
 15 For the texts of these condemnations, see H. Denzinger and A. Schönmetzer, eds., 
Enchiridion symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum (Rome: 
Herder, 1967), nn. 749-50. See also M. Colish, “Christological Nihilianism in the 
Second Half of the Twelfth Century,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 63 
(1996): 146-55; J. Châtillon, “Latran III et l’enseignement christologique de Pierre 
Lombard,” in Troisieme Concile de Latran (1179) (Paris: Étude augustiniennes, 1982), 
75-90. 
 16 See P. Bayerschmidt, Die Seins- und Formmetaphysik des Heinrich von Gent in 
Ihrer Anwendung auf die Christologie (Münster: Aschendorff, 1941), 36-43. 
 17 Thomas examines Christ’s esse in five places: III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 2; Quodl. IX, 
q. 2, a. 2; De unione Verbi incarnati, a. 4; ST III, q. 17, a. 2; Comp. theol. I, c. 212. In 
all but De unione, Aquinas explicitly limits Christ’s esse to one; in De unione, he grants 
a secondary esse in Christ. 
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II. THOMAS’S CHALCEDONIAN CHRISTOLOGY 
 
A) “Scriptum” on the “Sentences” 

 The genre of the Scriptum dictated that it follow the 
structure of the Sentences and that it attend to the arguments 
and authorities presented within each distinction. Thomas’s 
preface to distinction 6 of the third book of the Scriptum notes 
that the opinions concur in affirming in Christ one person (viz., 
the divine person of the Son), two natures (viz., divine and 
human), and three substances (viz., divinity, a soul, and a 
body).18 The affirmation of one person guarded each opinion 
against the heresy of Nestorius; the affirmation of a true human 
nature constituted from body and soul guarded each opinion 
against the heresy of Eutyches. When Thomas probes the 
opinions individually, he rejects the third opinion on the basis 
of Pope Alexander’s condemnations and employs the Dama-
scene to formulate refined criticisms of the first opinion as 
avoiding heresy only at a cost of internal contradiction or 
incoherence. 
 Thomas was, it seems, the first Scholastic to raise explicitly 
the question of Christ’s singularity of hypostasis and sup-
positum (III Sent., d. 6, q. 1, a. 1). He studied carefully 
Bonaventure’s commentary on the Sentences and its rejection of 
two supposita in Christ in the process of rejecting Christ as two 
things of nature (res naturae) (Bonaventure, III Sent., d. 6, a. 1, 
q. 1). Bonaventure was undoubtedly reacting against Alexander 
of Hales’s affirmations of two supposita, but to this venerable 
master and unfortunate opponent, Thomas had to add his own 
master Albertus Magnus.19 Albertus, building upon Philip the 

 

 18 III Sent., d. 6, divisio textus: “Primo, quod quaelibet harum ponit unam personam 
in Christo, scilicet divinam, per quod recedunt ab haeresi NESTORII. Secundo, quod 
ponunt in Christo duas naturas, et tres substantias, scilicet Divinitatem, animam et 
corpus, in quibus duobus dicunt constare naturam humanam, et per hoc recedunt ab 
errore EUTYCHETIS qui posuit unam naturam in Christo.” Citations are from Scriptum 
super libros Sententiarum, vol. 3, ed. M. F. Moos (Paris: Lethielleux, 1933). 
 19 Principe discusses Alexander’s references to multiple supposita and argues that 
Alexander employs suppositum as a term of second intention, as a term of abstraction 
rather than as a term for a concrete reality. Allowing multiple supposita in Christ when 
suppositum is taken as a term of second intention does not, Principe notes, imply or 
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Chancellor and combating Christological nihilianism, occa-
sionally allowed two hypostases in Christ.20 For Thomas a 
specter of the first opinion haunts these attempts to posit a 
purely or strictly human hypostasis or suppositum in Christ.21 
The Scriptum’s (III Sent., d. 6, q. 1, a. 1) investigation of unity 
and duality with respect to hypostasis (qcla. 1), suppositum 
(qcla. 2), individual (qcla. 3), and thing of nature (res naturae) 
(qcla. 4) stresses the equivalence of person, hypostasis, and 
suppositum while preparing for the question whether the Word 
assumed a human being (homo assumptus) (III Sent., d. 6, q. 1, 
a. 2). Thomas focuses on the notion of homo assumptus as a 
defining characteristic of the first opinion, and he attacks the 
first opinion precisely because of this characteristic. Whatever is 
assumed, he reasons, must be logically presupposed to its 
assumption. The assumption of a human being thus presupposes 
to its assumption a human being complete in esse and thereby 
subsisting. The assumption of a complete substance to another 
complete substance could not result in a union simpliciter but 

                                                 

even allow for a Nestorian interpretation. See Walter Principe, Alexander of Hales’ 
Theology of the Hypostatic Union, vol. 2 of Principe, Theology of the Hypostatic Union, 
124-25, 190-91, 211-12, where he discusses Alexander’s references to multiple 
hypostases, supposita, and subjects. 
 20 Albertus refers to multiple hypostases in Christ in Commentarii in III Sententiarum 
d. 5, a. 10 and seemingly refers to multiple supposita in Commentarii in III 
Sententiarum d. 6, a. 3, ad 3. M. Lamy de la Chapelle argues that the Borgnet text of a. 
3, ad 3 is faulty but does formulate an orthodox interpretation of the text as it stands. 
See Lamy de la Chapelle, “L’unité ontologique du Christ selon saint Albert le Grand,” 
Revue thomiste 70 (1970): 181-226, 534-89, at 209 n. 94. For attempts to interpret 
critically but reverentially Albertus’s references to two hypostases, see. V.-M. Pollet, “Le 
Christ d’après S. Albert le Grand,” La vie spirituelle 34 (1933): 78-108; idem, “L’union 
hypostatique d’après S. Albert le Grand,” Revue thomiste 38 (1933): 502-32, 689-724. 
For treatments of personhood in Albertus as well as the relationship between person, 
hypostasis, and suppositum, see Stephen Hipp, “Person” in Christian Tradition and the 
Conception of Saint Albert the Great: A Systematic Study of Its Concept as Illuminated 
by the Mysteries of the Trinity and the Incarnation, Beiträge zur Geschichte der 
Philosophie und Theologie im Mittelalter (Münster: Aschendorff, 2001); and A. 
Hufnagel, “Das Person-Problem bei Albertus Magnus,” in Studia Albertina: Festschrift 
für Bernhard Geyer zum 70. Geburtstage (Münster: Aschendorff: 1952), 202-33. 
 21 See Corey L. Barnes, “Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas on Person, 
Hypostasis, and Hypostatic Union,” The Thomist 72 (2008): 107-46. 
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only in a union secundum quid or an accidental union.22 The 
inevitable consequence of a mere union secundum quid provides 
sufficient grounds for rejecting the first opinion, but Thomas 
exonerates it of heresy on the grounds that it denied a union 
secundum quid, though it also failed to offer any intelligible 
alternative. The unintelligible postulation of union involving 
one substance becoming another is all that stands between the 
first opinion and heresy, according to the Scriptum. 
 When Thomas turns to the second opinion, he elaborates a 
progressive specification in considering Christ as unum vel duo, 
Christ’s esse, and personal composition. The second and third 
opinions agree against the first in calling Christ unum because 
something, “according as it is predicated of Christ, does not 
signify nature alone, but the suppositum of nature.”23 The topic 
of esse separates the second opinion from the other two. 
Though esse can have various meanings, the relevant meaning 
here is “as it is the act of being.”24 The second opinion limits 
Christ’s esse to one, while the other two opinions necessarily 
posit multiple esse in Christ. Stipulating a single esse in Christ 
also justifies the second opinion’s assertion that “after the 
Incarnation the person of Christ can be called composite in 

 

 22 III Sent., d. 6, q. 1, a. 2: “It should be said that what is assumed must be 
conceptually prior to the union. If a human being is said to be assumed, a human being 
must be understood [to exist] before [the human being] is understood to be assumed. A 
particular human being (because universal [human being] was not assumed, since it does 
not have esse in things of nature) is what subsists having complete esse. Something that 
has complete esse in which it subsists cannot be united to another except by three 
modes: [1] accidentally, as a coat to a human being, which is the mode of union posited 
by the third opinion; [2] through the mode of aggregation, as stone to stone in a pile; 
[3] by some accident, as a human being is united to God through love or grace. Neither 
of these [last two] is a union simpliciter but rather secundum quid” (“Dicendum quod id 
quod assumitur, secundum intellectum praecedit unionem. Si ergo homo dicatur 
assumptus, oportet quod intelligatur homo antequam intelligatur assumptus. Homo 
autem particularis, quia universalem non assumpsit, cum non habeat esse in rerum 
natura, est quid subsistens habens esse completum. Quod autem habet esse completum 
in quo subsistit, non potest uniri alteri nisi tribus modis: vel accidentaliter, sicut tunica 
homini, et hunc modum unionis ponit TERTIA OPINIO; vel per modum aggregationis, 
sicut lapis lapidi in acervo; vel aliquo accidente, sicut homo unitur Deo per amorem vel 
gratiam. Et neutra harum est unio simpliciter sed secundum quid”). 
 23 III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 1: “Aliquid ergo, secundum quod praedicatur de Christo, 
non significat tantum naturam, sed suppositum naturae.” 
 24 III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 2: “Loquendo igitur de esse secundum quod est actus entis, 
sic dico secundum SECUNDAM OPINIONEM oportet ponere unum esse tantum.” 
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some way.”25 As Thomas argues, composition accords to the 
divine person incarnate because the one esse of the whole 
pertains to all the parts and because all the parts exist through 
the esse of the whole. That is, the one esse of the Son pertains to 
Christ’s human nature, which exists through the esse of the 
person. This affirmation of personal composition is tempered. 
Christ’s human nature does not, Thomas cautions, cause the 
esse of the divine person. Given the prospect of misinter-
pretation, he concedes that the modern proponents of the 
second opinion do not call the person of Christ composite or do 
so only in a misleadingly broad manner that must be rejected. 
He appears to direct this rejection against Albertus Magnus and 
Bonaventure.26 
 
B) Summa theologiae 
 
 Thomas’s knowledge and use of conciliar and patristic 
sources has received much well-deserved scholarly attention. 
Question 2 of the Tertia pars of the Summa theologiae often 
serves as a focal point of this attention for its reliance on texts 
previously unused in Scholastic Christology. These texts include 
the acts of Ephesus, Chalcedon, and Constantinople II as well as 
supporting documents such as Pope Leo’s Tomus ad Flavianum 
and Cyril of Alexandria’s third letter to Nestorius (Salvatore 
nostro) and its anathemas.27 The significance of these sources far 
surpasses the frequency with which Thomas cites them. This is 
nowhere clearer than in article 6 of this question, on whether 
human nature was united to the Word accidentally.28 
 

 25 III Sent., d. 6, q. 2, a. 3: “Unde secundum hanc opinionem persona Christi post 
incarnationem potest dici aliquo modo composita.” 
 26 See Barnes, “Christological Composition.” 
 27 See Morard, “Thomas d’Aquin,” 262-305. 
 28 For examinations of Thomas’s understanding of the hypostatic union, see Joseph 
Wawrykow, “Hypostatic Union,” in The Theology of Thomas Aquinas, ed. R Van 
Nieuwenhove and J. Wawrykow (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2005), 222-51; James B. Reichmann, “Aquinas, Scotus, and the Christological Mystery: 
Why Christ Is Not a Human Person,” The Thomist 71 (2007): 451-74; M. Raschko, 
“Aquinas’s Theology of the Incarnation in Light of Lombard’s Subsistence Theory,” The 
Thomist 65 (2001): 409-39; Michael Gorman, “Uses of the Person-Nature Distinction 
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 The response begins with a note on historical context, 
summarizing the views of Eutyches and Nestorius in greater 
detail and with greater accuracy than was typical at the time. 
Thomas presents Nestorius and Theodore of Mopsuestia as 
distinguishing two persons in Christ that were united to each 
other according to five modes.29 The summary concludes with 
this fascinating remark: “It is manifest that all of those modes 
introduce an accidental union.”30 This historical context frames 
Thomas’s consideration of Christological speculation in his own 
age, which he finds to be faced with danger. “Some later 
masters,” he continues, “supposing themselves to avoid these 
heresies, fell into them through ignorance.”31 The explicit 
victims of this unwitting slide into heresy were proponents of 
the first and third opinions. The implicit targets of this com-
ment were those standing at the precipice, seemingly including 
theological luminaries such as Alexander of Hales and Albertus 
Magnus. 
 Proponents of the first opinion, in Thomas’s telling, 
“conceded one person in Christ but posited two hypostases or 
two supposita, saying that some human being, composed from 
body and soul, was from the moment of conception assumed by 
the Word of God.”32 Previously in this question, he had argued 
                                                 

in Thomas’s Christology,” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 67 (2000): 58-
79; M.-V. Leroy, “L’union selon l’hypostase d’après saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue 
thomiste 74 (1974): 205-43; P. Galtier, “L’union hypostatique et l’entre deux de saint 
Thomas,” Ephemerides theologicae lovaniensis 7 (1930): 425-70. 
 29 STh III, q. 2, a. 6: “[Nesotrius and Theodore] posited a different person of the Son 
of God and of the son of man, which they said were united to each other: first, 
according to inhabitation . . . second, according to unity of affection . . . in a third way, 
according to operation . . . fourth, according to dignity of honor . . . fifth, according to 
equivocation.” (“Posuerunt enim aliam esse personam Filii Dei, et filii hominis. Quas 
dicebant sibi invicem esse unitas, primo quidem, secundum inhabitationem . . . 
[s]ecundo, secundum unitatem affectus . . . [t]ertio modo, secundum operationem . . . 
[q]uarto, secundum dignitatem honoris . . . [q]uinto, secundum aequivocationem.”) 
Citations of the Summa theologiae are from Opera omnia, ed. Commisio Leonina, 
vol.11 (Rome: Ex typographia polyglotta, 1903). 
 30 STh III, q. 2, a. 6: “Manifestum est autem omnes istos modos accidentalem 
unionem importare.” 
 31 Ibid.: “Quidam autem posteriores magistri, putantes se has haereses declinare, in 
eas per ignorantiam inciderunt.” 
 32 Ibid.: “Quidem enim eorum concesserunt unam Christi personam, sed posuerunt 
duas hypostases, sive duo supposita; dicentes hominem quendam, compositum ex anima 
et corpore, a principio suae conceptionis esse assumptum a Dei Verbo.” 
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for the equivalence of person, hypostasis, and suppositum in 
rational natures, with the result that assuming a hypostasis or 
suppositum amounts to assuming a person (STh III, q. 2, a. 3). 
On the basis of that argument, he reasons that the first opinion 
inevitably affirms two persons in Christ, protests to the contrary 
notwithstanding. His reasoning here marks one of the most 
substantial differences between the Scriptum and the Summa. 
The first opinion necessarily lapses into the heresy of Nestorius 
because it divides the persons in Christ under one name or 
another and because the union of these divided persons can be 
nothing other than accidental. 
 After dispatching the first and third opinions, Thomas 
resumes consideration of historical context. The Catholic faith 
sought a medium between the essential union posited by 
Eutyches and the accidental union advocated by Nestorius. 
Thomas presents that medium as a union according to 
subsistence or hypostasis and confirms his understanding 
through a lengthy citation of Constantinople II. With this 
additional historical framing, he returns to his own age and 
offers the following: “the second of the three opinions posited 
by the Master [i.e., the Lombard], which asserted one hypostasis 
of God and man, should not be called an opinion but the 
judgment of the Catholic faith.”33 
 A typical summary of article 6 would note simply enough 
that Thomas condemns the first and third opinions as re-
iterations of Nestorianism and identifies the second opinion 
with the Church’s determination of the faith. This suffices as a 
summary, but the reality is far more complex. Thomas does not 
simply condemn the first and third opinions while elevating the 
second to an affirmation of orthodoxy. He condemns specific 
propositions and alleges that those propositions were defining 
features of the first and third opinions. He claims that the first 

 

 33 STh III, q.2, a.6: “Sic igitur patet quod secunda trium opinionem quas Magister 
ponit, quae asserit unam hypostasis Dei et hominis, non est dicenda opinion, sed 
sententia Catholicae fidei.” Häring argues that Thomas correctly identified the first and 
third opinion with Nestorianism but erred in identifying the second opinion with 
Chalcedonian orthodoxy. See Häring, “The Case of Gilbert de la Porrée.” 



 AQUINAS’S CHALCEDONIAN CHRISTOLOGY 201 
 

opinion “posited two hypostases or two supposita” in Christ, 
yet the terms hypostasis and suppositum do not occur in Peter 
Lombard’s report of the first opinion (in III Sent., d. 6, c. 2). 
More importantly, Thomas crafts a defense of personal or 
hypostatic composition in Christ that manages to be both 
qualified and robust. While his contemporaries were quietly 
dispensing with the language of composition, he distilled the 
second opinion into a concentrated affirmation of hypostatic 
composition, showing his particularly strong reverence for John 
Damascene. In article 4 of question 2 of the Tertia pars, he 
argues that in Christ there is one subsisting person but multiple 
respects of subsistence. “The person is thus called composite, 
inasmuch as one subsists in two.”34 Thomas does not simply 
affirm the second opinion as the orthodox faith; he affirms a 
specific and minority conception of that opinion as the 
judgment of the Church meeting in council. Interestingly, of the 
three topics included in the Scriptum’s presentation of the 
second opinion, the Summa’s presentation of the mode of union 
discusses only one, namely, hypostatic composition. Thomas 
delays discussion of unum vel duo and of esse until the 
consequences of the union (STh III, q. 17, aa. 1-2).35 
 
C) Comparison 
 
 These brief descriptions allow for several observations 
related to differences and continuities between the Scriptum and 
the Summa theologiae. The obvious differences depend squarely 
upon Thomas’s recovery of Chalcedon and other texts 
advancing Chalcedonian Christological principles. These texts 
did more than enunciate Christological principles; they also 

 

 34 STh III, q. 2, a. 4: “Alio modo, secundum rationem personae vel hypostasis, ad 
quam pertinet subsistere in aliqua natura. Et secundum hoc, persona Christi subsistit in 
duabus naturis. Unde, licet sit ibi unum subsistens, est tamen ibi alia et alia ratio 
subsistendi. Et sic dicitur persona composita, inquantum unum duobus subsistit.” 
 35 On the consequences of the union, see L.-B. Gillon, “La notion de conséquence de 
l’union hypostatique dans la cadre de IIIa, qq.2-26,” Angelicum 15 (1938): 17-34; and 
Corey L. Barnes, Christ’s Two Wills in Scholastic Thought: The Christology of Aquinas in 
Its Historical Contexts (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2012), 224-
90. 
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recorded the logic of heretical proposals. The Summa’s reject-
tion of the first opinion as a long-condemned heresy relates not 
only to the affirmation of two hypostases but also to its 
inevitable postulation of an accidental union. The Scriptum 
grants the first opinion a retreat from heresy only through its 
own incoherence or inconsistency; the Summa blocks any such 
retreat. Even while expressly denying duality of persons in 
Christ, the first opinion necessarily affirms an accidental union 
and thereby aligns itself with Nestorius against Chalcedon. This 
difference relates more to Thomas’s knowledge of Nestorius 
than to his understanding of the first opinion, which remained 
fairly stable between the Scriptum and the Summa. 
 Thomas’s understanding of the second opinion also 
remained fairly stable between these two works, concentrating 
on personal or hypostatic composition as an expression of the 
one divine person, hypostasis, and suppositum subsisting in two 
natures. The Scriptum, however, prepares for its discussion of 
composition with a consideration of Christ’s esse. The Summa 
also defends the unity of esse in Christ, but it does so as a 
consequence of the union rather than as the mode of union. 
This decision places different and greater stress on hypostatic 
composition, but more importantly it seems to reflect Thomas’s 
knowledge of Chalcedonian developments at Constantinople 
III. Thomas pondered how best to explain, in light of Con-
stantinople III’s affirmation of two natural wills and operations 
in Christ, Christ’s possession of a purely human operation 
without a purely human esse.36 This struggle is evident in his 
allowance of a secondary esse in article 4 of De unione Verbi 
incarnati.37  

 

 36 On Thomas’s use of Constantinople III in relation to Christ’s esse, wills, and 
operations, see Barnes, Christ’s Two Wills, 233-55. 
 37 The literature dealing with Christ’s esse in Thomas is extensive. See Victor Salas, 
“Thomas Aquinas on Christ’s Esse: A Metaphysics of the Incarnation,” The Thomist 70 
(2006): 577-603; Thomas Weinandy, “Aquinas: God IS Man: The Marvel of the 
Incarnation,” in Aquinas on Doctrine: A Critical Introduction (London and New York: 
T&T Clark, 2004), 67-89; Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 54-58, 62-64, 254-
56; J. L. A. West, “Aquinas on the Metaphysics of Esse in Christ,” The Thomist 66 
(2002): 231-50; Stephen Brown, “Thomas Aquinas and His Contemporaries on the 
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 In sum, the Summa’s innovations and advancements extend 
Thomas’s basic stance from the Scriptum while also demon-
strating the continuing need to apply Chalcedonian principles to 
new Christological questions. This practice constitutes the most 
enduring aspect of his Christology in the late thirteenth and 
early fourteenth centuries. 
 

III. RECEPTION: SINGULARITY OF HYPOSTASIS AND ESSE 
 
 Two related aspects of Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christology, 
his emphasis on singularity of hypostasis and unity of esse, 
enjoyed pervasive but very different influence on subsequent 
theologians. Thomas labored assiduously to defend the sin-
gularity of person, hypostasis, and suppositum in Christ. This 
defense was predicated upon removing any differentiation 
between person, hypostasis, and suppositum in rational natures. 
Affirming a single hypostasis and suppositum in Christ became 
the standard practice within Scholastic Christology. While this 
was not due exclusively to Thomas, it was due largely to him. 
Similarly, he inherited the topic of Christ’s esse from Philip the 
Chancellor and Albertus Magnus, but he stamped the topic with 
his own indelible mark. This mark is evident no less in the 
formulations of his detractors than in those of his defenders. 
 Peter of Tarentaise likely studied under Thomas in Paris 
during the 1250s, and his own approach to Christ’s esse 
followed Thomas’s Scriptum quite closely. When esse is taken as 
the ‘being of nature’ (esse de naturis), Peter affirms a twofold 
                                                 

Unique Existence in Christ,” in Christ among the Medieval Dominicans (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998), 220-37; Richard Cross, “Aquinas on 
Nature, Hypostasis, and the Metaphysics of the Incarnation,” The Thomist 60 (1996): 
171-202; T. Morris, “St. Thomas on the Identity and Unity of the Person of Christ: A 
Problem of Reference in Christological Discourse,” Scottish Journal of Philosophy 35 
(1982): 419-30; E. Gilson, “L’esse du Verbe incarné selon saint Thomas d’Aquin,” 
Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen âge 35 (1968): 23-37; J. H. 
Nicholas, “L’unité d’être dans le Christ d’après saint Thomas,” Revue thomiste 65 
(1965): 229-60; A. Patfoort, L’unité d’être dans le Christ d’après s. Thomas: A la croisée 
de l’ontologie et de la christologie (Paris: Desclée, 1964); H. Diepen, “L’existence 
humaine du Christ,” Revue thomiste 58 (1958): 197-213; M. Corvez, “L’unicité 
d’existence dans le Christ,” Revue thomiste 56 (1956): 413-26; A. Hastings, “Christ’s 
Act of Existence,” Downside Review 73 (1955): 139-59; Bayerschmidt, Die Seins- und 
Formmetaphysik, 43-67. 
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esse following the twofold essences in Christ. When esse is taken 
as the ‘act of a suppositum,’ there is but one in Christ.  
 
Though there is but one esse of Christ, it nevertheless can have a respect to 
diverse [essences] according to diverse [reasons?]. According as [Christ’s esse] 
is esse simpliciter, it has a respect to the Divine essence. According as it is the 
esse of a human being, it has a respect to human [essence].38 
 
 Giles of Rome likely studied under Thomas in Paris during 
the late 1260s and early 1270s. Giles’s Sentences commentary 
defends one esse simpliciter and multiple esse secundum quid, a 
formulation that extends Thomas’s tack from De unione Verbi 
incarnati.39 Giles writes: 
 
It should be said: if there were multiple supposita in Christ and his esse cor-
responded to whichever suppositum, it is plain that there would be two esse in 
Christ. But, since he himself is one suppositum, it stands that there is not but 
one esse simpliciter in him, namely the esse of the suppositum, because 
everything else takes esse from the esse of the suppositum. Nevertheless, there 
are in Christ multiple esse secundum quid, just as multiple natures. This is like 

 

 38 Peter of Tarentaise, III Sent., d. 6, q. 3, a. 2: “In the second way [as esse of 
nature], the esse there is twofold, that is the essence is twofold. In the third way [as esse 
of the act of a suppositum as what exists], the esse there is but one. In this [third] way, 
neither parts nor accidents have one esse, for accidents according to the Philosopher 
belong to beings rather than are beings. In the second way, the esse, or essence, of a 
human being is diverse from the esse, or essence, of white. In the third way, the actual 
esse of both is the same. Though there is but one esse of Christ, it nevertheless can have 
a respect to diverse [essences] according to diverse [reasons?]. According as [Christ’s 
esse] is esse simpliciter, it has a respect to the Divine essence. According as it is the esse 
of a human being, it has a respect to human [essence]” (“secundo modo ibi duplex est 
esse, id est duplex essentia: tertio modo est ibi unicum esse: & hoc modo proprie nec 
partes nec accidentia habent esse unum: accidentia enim sunt potius entis quam entia 
secundum Philosophum. Secundo modo hominis & albi diversum est esse, scilicet 
essentia. Tertio modo idem est utriusque esse actuale. Et licet Christi unicum sit esse, 
potest habere respectum ad diversa secundum diversa: nam secundum quod est esse 
simpliciter, habet respectum ad Divinam essentiam: secundum quod sit esse hominis 
habet respectum ad humanam”). Citations are from Peter of Tatentaise, In IV Libros 
Sententiarum Commentaria, vol. 3 (Tolosae: apud Arnaldum Colomerium, Regis, et 
Acadamiae Tolosanae Typographum, 1652). 
 39 Concetta Luna has argued that Giles was commenting on books III and IV of the 
Sentences in 1272-73. See Concetta Luna, “La Reportatio della lettura di Egidio 
Romano sul libro III delle Sentenze (Clm. 8005) e il problema dell’autenticità 
dell’Ordinatio,” in Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 1 (1990), 
113-225 and 2 (1991), 75-146, at 1:122. 
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our saying that accidents and their subjects are one in esse simpliciter yet have 
multiple esse secundum quid.40 
 
 Bernard of Trilia, in question 3 of Quodlibetum 1 (1283) 
combines elements from the Scriptum and the Summa in 
defending one esse because the union in Christ is personal and 
hypostatic rather than accidental. Even considered as the act of 
being, esse can be ascribed to things in two ways:  
 
in one way as what truly and properly has esse or exists, and [esse] is thus 
attributed only to substances subsisting through themselves; to everything else 
not subsisting through itself but in another or with another, whether they are 
accidents or substantial forms or parts of any type, esse is not properly 
attributed such that they themselves exist but rather inesse is attributed to 
them.41  
 
Bernard then applies this understanding of esse to Christ, 
allowing a twofold esse (duplex esse) according to accidental 
esse but only one substantial esse. Accidental esse, he continues, 
is not esse simpliciter but only esse secundum quid. This 
qualification is necessary, because “it is impossible for the esse 
pertaining to the hypostasis or person according to itself to be 
multiplied in one hypostasis or person.”42 
 Peter of Tarentaise, Giles of Rome, and Bernard of Trilia all 
follow, at least in rough outline, Thomas’s approach to Christ’s 

 

 40 Giles of Rome, Reportatio III, q. 16: “Dicendum: si in Christo essent plura 
subposita <et> cuilibet respondet suum esse, planum est quod in Christo <essent> duo 
esse. Sed cum ipse sit unum subpositum, patet quod non est in eo nisi unum esse 
simpliciter, scilicet subpositi, quia alia trahunt esse ab esse subpositi. Tamen plura sunt 
ibi esse secundum quid, sicut plures natura, sicut dicimus quod accidens et subiectum 
sunt unum [in] esse simpliciter, tamen plura esse secundum quid habent.” Citations are 
from Aegidius Romanus, Reportatio Lecturae super III Sententiarum, Opera Omnia vol. 
3/2, ed. C. Luna (Florence: Sismel, Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2003). 
 41 Bernard of Trilia, Quodlibetum I, q. 3: “Hoc autem esse quod est actus entis 
dupliciter attribuitur alicui rei: uno modo sicut quod vere et proprie habet esse vel est, 
et sic attribuitur soli substantiae per se subsistenti, aliis vero omnibus quae non per se 
subsistunt, sed in alio et cum alio, sive sint accidentia sive formae substantiales et 
quaelibet partes, non attribuitur proprie esse, ita quod ipsa vera sint sed potius 
attribuitur eis inesse.” Citations are from E. Hocedez, Quaestio de unico esse in Christo 
(Rome: Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, 1933). 
 42 Bernard of Trilia, Quodlibetum I, q. 3: “sed id esse quod pertinet ad ipsam 
hypostasim vel personam secundum se, impossibile est in una hypostasi vel persona 
multiplicari.” 
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esse. Or, one might say that each follows one of Thomas’s 
approaches to Christ’s esse.43 Regardless, we can make a few 
observations. Peter, Giles, and Bernard stress the association of 
substantial esse with the subsisting suppositum or hypostasis. 
Insisting that Christ had but one person, hypostasis, and 
suppositum leads each thinker to limit esse simpliciter or 
substantial esse in Christ to one. In this they follow Thomas. At 
the same time, Giles and Bernard display a high tolerance for 
illustrations drawn from the relationship of substance and 
accidents, which is particularly interesting insofar as Thomas’s 
substantial whole-substantial part model for the Incarnation is 
frequently contrasted with a substance-accident model.44 Giles 
and Bernard employ various aspects of both models. It follows 
that adherence to one model over another does not necessarily 
determine a theologian’s approach to Christ’s esse. 
 Matthew of Aquasparta pursued this task with impressive 
vigor but with new results, arguing in his Quaestiones de 
incarnatione (ca. 1281/85) for multiple esse in Christ on the 
grounds that a single-esse view “is repugnant to the truth of the 
incarnation, to the integrity of perfection in Christ, and to the 
truth of his life and death.”45 Matthew defends a particularly 

 

 43 This disagrees somewhat with Cross’s account, in which Peter and Giles depart 
from Thomas’s Christology by accepting a substance-accident model for the Incarnation. 
Cross does present Bernard as accepting and expanding on Thomas’s approach (see 
Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 71-73, 89-103, 257-60). While I do disagree 
somewhat with Cross, he is certainly correct that simply affirming a single esse in Christ 
is not sufficient grounds for assuming that a theologian agrees substantially with 
Thomas’s Christology and that the debates are rather more complex than a theologian’s 
approach to one particular topic. 
 44 For discussions of these two models for the Incarnation, see Marilyn McCord 
Adams, “The Metaphysics of the Incarnation in some Fourteenth-Century Franciscans,” 
in Essays Honoring Alan B. Wolter, ed. W. Frank and G. Etzkorn (St. Bonaventure, 
N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 1985), 21-57; and Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 
51-136. 
 45 Matthew of Aquasparta, Quaestiones de incarnatione, q. 9: “quoniam repugnat 
veritati incarnationis, integritati perfectionis in Christo et veritati vitae et mortis.” 
Citations are from Matthew of Aquasparta, Quaestiones disputatae de incarnatione et de 
lapsu (Quaracchi: Ex Typographia Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 1957). Though his 
rejection of a single-esse view responds to Thomas with vehemence, Matthew’s 
understanding of Christ’s esse and hypostatic union borrowed much from him (see 
Barnes, “Christological Composition”). For more on Matthew, see Cross, Metaphysics 
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strong formulation of multiple esse in Christ. Other theologians 
opted for a middle ground based on the new category of esse 
existentiae or esse actualis existentiae. These theologians agreed 
that in Christ there are two esse essentiae because of his two 
natures and one esse subsistentiae because there is one subsisting 
person or hypostasis. The question then was whether esse 
actualis existentiae pertained to nature or to suppositum, and 
the typical answer was that it pertained to both. Henry of 
Ghent (Quodlibetum III; ca. 1279) argues that Christ’s human 
nature had esse actualis existentiae not from itself but from the 
divine nature through unity of suppositum: 
 
By reason of his human nature from itself, Christ had no esse actualis 
existentiae, just as neither does an accident that is in a subject nor matter that 
is in a composite. Rather, only by reason of his divine nature does Christ have 
esse existentiae, which is communicated to [his] human nature through 
assumption to himself in unity of suppositum, just as the esse actuale of the 
subject is communicated to an accident or the esse actuale of a composite is 
communicated to matter, not that human nature is an accident or matter of 
the divine nature.46 
 
 Richard of Middleton develops a similar line of thought. 
According to Richard, “it is certain that Christ’s human nature 
has actual existence [habet actualiter existere] in the divine 
suppositum although it does not have actual existence in itself” 
(Quodlibetum I; ca. 1285). He adds that the esse by which the 
divine suppositum exists in the divine nature is different from 
the esse by which the human nature actually exists in the divine 
suppositum. This logic leads him to the cautious proposal of 
preferring to deny singularity of esse actualis existentiae than to 
                                                 

of the Incarnation, 64-66, 82-83; and Zachary Hayes, “The Plurality of Esse in Christ 
according to Matthew of Aquasparta,” in Essays Honoring Allan B. Wolter, ed. W. 
Frank and G. Etzkorn (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 1985), 131-52. 
 46 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibetum III, q. 2: “Christus ratione humanae naturae 
nullum habet ex se esse actualis existentiae, sicut nec accidens quod est in subiecto, vel 
materia quae est in composito; sed solum habet Christus esse existentiae ratione suae 
divinae naturae, quod communicatur naturae humanae per assumptionem ad ipsam in 
unitate suppositi, sicut accidenti communicatur esse actuale subiecti; vel materiae 
communicatur esse actuale compositi; non quod humana natura sit accidens vel materia 
divinae naturae.” Citations are from Hocedez, Quaestio de unico esse in Christo. For 
more on Henry’s Christology and its discussions of esse, see Cross, Metaphysics of the 
Incarnation, 104-14, 257-63. 
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affirm its duality.47 He holds to a similar line in his commentary 
on the Sentences (ca. 1284-98).48 
 When Hervaeus Natalis and Durandus of St. Pourçain 
confronted this topic in the early fourteenth century, allowing 
some human esse in Christ beyond the esse essentiae had 
become common if not standard, and both Hervaeus and 
Durandus reflect this trend. What is more interesting, however, 
is how these theologians defend multiple esse in Christ on 
Thomistic grounds. Hervaeus notes that some, believing that 
positing multiple esse implies multiple supposita, deny multiple 
esse in Christ and attribute this view to Thomas, “because it 
seems his words express this.”49 A single-esse view strictly 

 

 47 Richard of Middleton, Quodlibetum I, q. 3: “Second, I say ‘that in Christ there is 
only one esse actualis existentiae’ should not be accepted, because it is certain that 
Christ’s human nature has actual existence in the divine suppositum although it does not 
have actual existence in itself. The divine suppositum itself has existence in itself 
through the divine essence. Existing in itself is not [the same as] existing in another. 
Therefore, the very esse actuale of the human nature in the suppositum is not the very 
esse actuale of the suppositum, [that is, it is not] the very [esse actuale] by which the 
suppositum exists in itself. Because being actually in another and being actually in 
oneself do not have the same reason of being . . . therefore it is more properly said that 
[in Christ] there is not only one esse actualis existentiae than that there are two esse 
actualis existentiae” (“Secundo dico quod haec non est recipienda: quod in Christo est 
unum tantum esse actualis existentiae; quia certum est quod natura humana ipsius 
Christi habet actualiter existere in divino supposito, quamvis non habeat actualiter 
existere in seipsa. Ipsum autem divinum suppositum habet in se existere per divinam 
essentiam. Existere autem in se non est existere in alio; ergo esse actuale ipsius naturae 
humanae in supposito non est esse actuale ipsius suppositi, quo suppositum existit in se 
ipso. Quia tamen esse actu in alio et esse actu in seipso non sunt eadem ratio essendi . . . 
ideo magis proprie dicitur quod non est ibi unum esse actualis existentiae tantum, quam 
quod sunt ibi duo esse actualis existentiae”). Citations are from Hocedez, Quaestio de 
unico esse in Christo. See also Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 270-73. 
 48 John Duns Scotus defended multiple esse actualis existentiae in Christ and argued 
that such a defense did not imply multiple esse subsistentiae “because subsistence—
beyond existence—names nothing other than a negation of a twofold dependence” 
(“quia subsistentia—ultra existentiam—nihil dicit nisi negationem duplicis 
dependentiae”) (Ordinatio III, d. 6, q. 1, n. 31). Citations are from John Duns Scotus, 
Ordinatio III, Opera omnia, vol.9 (Vatican City: Typis Vaticanis, 2006-7). Cross offers a 
thorough examination of Scotus’s Christology and understanding of the hypostatic 
union in Metaphysics of the Incarnation. 
 49 Hervaeus Natalis, Super tertium librum Sententiarum, d. 6, q. 1, a. 3: “quia videtur 
verba sua hoc sonare.” Citations are from Hervaeus Natalis, Super Tertium Librum 
Sententiarum subtilissimi Doctoris Magistri Hervei Britonis (Paris: Apud viduam Dyonisii 
Moreav, & Dionysium Moreav filium, 1647). 
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understood, Hervaeus counters, is neither true nor to the mind 
of Thomas (according to Quodlibetum IX, q. 2, aa. 1-2). Her-
vaeus distinguishes esse according to subsistence and existence. 
Subsistence names the esse of a suppositum or esse simpliciter. 
Existence is a broader category including not only what subsists 
in itself but also what exists in another.50 Accidents provide one 
example; Christ’s human nature provides another. Christ’s 
human nature lacks its proper esse as subsistence but has its 
proper esse as inesse, as existing in the divine suppositum. 
Hervaeus, it should be noted, contrasts this inesse with 
inherence. 
 Durandus notes the opposition between those who strictly 
limit Christ’s esse to one and those who adamantly insist on 
plurality of esse. He prefers a middle ground between these 
extremes and interprets esse existentiae as a general term 
identical to essence or immediately following upon essence. He 
divides esse existentiae as it applies to substance and as it applies 
to the remaining categories. Substance is a being and an 
“essence subsisting through itself,” while accidents are not 
themselves beings and do not subsist through themselves. They 
rather are things existing in another (inexistens). Durandus 
continues that when esse existentiae is taken for esse 
subsistentiae, it is only one in Christ just as in any other 
suppositum. When esse existentiae is taken for esse inexistentiae, 
it is many in Christ just as in any other suppositum.51 

 

 50 Ibid. 
 51 Durandus of St. Pourçain, In Petri Lombardi Libri IIII Sententiae, III, d. 6, q. 2: 
“This seen, it appears that if esse existentiae is taken only for esse subsistentiae, which is 
predicated simpliciter and per prius, then in Christ and in any other single suppositum 
there is only one. If, however, esse existentiae is accepted broadly for all those things 
predicated per prius or per posterius, then in Christ and in any created suppositum, in 
which there is some material created nature, there are many esse. One of these is the 
esse subsistentiae, and the remaining are esse inexistentiae” (“Hoc viso patet quod esse 
existentiae si solum accipiatur pro esse subsistentiae, de quo simpliciter, & per prius 
dicitur, sic in Christo, & in quolibet supposito uno non est nisi unicum. Si vero esse 
existentiae extensive accipiatur pro omni eo de quo dicitur sive per prius, sive per 
posterius, sic in Christo & in quolibet supposito creato, in quo est aliqua natura creata 
materialis sunt plura esse, quorum unum est esse subsistentiae, reliqua vero omnia sunt 
esse inexistentiae”). Citations are from Durandus of Saint-Pourçain, In Petri Lombardi 
sententias theologicas commentariorum libri IIII (Venice: Ex Typographia Guerraea, 
1571; repr. New Jersey: The Gregg Press Inc., 1964). 
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 This brief exposition of theologians from Peter of Tarentaise 
to Durandus of St. Pourçain should suffice to indicate the 
diversity of approaches to Christ’s esse and the shift in 
dominance from a single-esse view to a multiple-esse view. 
Many factors account for this diversity and shift, including 
debates about unicity or plurality of substantial form, competing 
models for describing the mode of union, and the introduction 
of new categories or classifications of esse.52 Nevertheless, a 
common commitment to a shared Chalcedonian principle 
underlies and animates these diverse and shifting views, and this 
Chalcedonian principle accounts for the continuities through 
change and disagreement evident between single-esse and 
multiple-esse stances. These continuities owe much to the 
Lombard’s Sentences and to various Sentences commentaries, 
but they owe no less to Thomas Aquinas. Thomas’s con-
tributions notably include clarifying the relationship of person, 
hypostasis, and suppositum. This clarification made certain that 
two subjects were not inadvertently introduced or introduced in 
false guise. Any attempt to elaborate the reality and perfection 
of Christ’s humanity must remain firmly planted in Christ’s 
unity of subject, be it named person, hypostasis, or suppositum. 
Thomas accomplished this through his understanding of 
hypostatic composition in which the Word subsists in multiple 
natures. Few if any supported his understanding of hypostatic 
composition and sought instead other means for conveying 
hypostatic unity and natural multiplicity. Yet the many 
Scholastics who defended multiple esse in Christ continually 
reiterated Christ’s unity of person, hypostasis, and suppositum 
so as to ensure that a plurality of esse did not divide the subject 

 

 52 For debates about substantial form, see R. Zavalloni, Richard de Mediavilla et la 
controverse sur la pluralité des formes (Louvain: Éditions de l’institut supérieur de 
philosophie, 1951). For debates about competing models for the Incarnation, see Cross, 
Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 51-136. On the new categories and classifications of 
esse, see John Wippel, “The Relationship between Essence and Existence in Late-
Thirteenth-Century Thought: Giles of Rome, Henry of Ghent, Godfrey of Fontaines, 
and James of Viterbo,” in Philosophies of Existence: Ancient and Medieval, ed. P. 
Morewedge (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), 131-64. 



 AQUINAS’S CHALCEDONIAN CHRISTOLOGY 211 
 

in Christ. Their careful attention to and framing of this task 
bears a substantial debt to Thomas. 
 A few examples should suffice to establish this point. 
Godfrey of Fontaines offers an excellent example because his 
treatment Christ’s esse reflects definite knowledge of Thomas 
and because he uses Thomistic language to draw contrary 
conclusions. His discussion of esse existentiae demonstrates this 
well:  
 
Esse existentiae pertains to nature and to suppositum. It pertains to 
suppositum as to that which has esse, because suppositum is signified as a 
formed and perfect being. It pertains to nature as to that by which something 
has esse, for nature is signified through the mode of form, which is called a 
being from the fact that something exists by it.53  
 
Based upon this twofold consideration, Godfrey admits esse 
existentiae in Christ in virtue of Christ’s two natures. One of 
these, Godfrey holds, is “quasi substantial and principal, and the 
other is quasi accidental and secondary.”54 As did Giles of Rome 
and Bernard of Trilia, Godfrey comfortably slides between 
differing languages, and perhaps differing models, for 
expressing the mode of union. What is more interesting is how 
Godfrey takes great pains to guard his conclusions against the 
very dangers Thomas highlighted. Though he compares Christ’s 
human nature to an accident insofar as it comes to a pre-
existing suppositum, Godfrey stresses that Christ’s human 
nature is a substance rather than an accident and is united to the 
Word hypostatically rather than accidentally.55 The debt to 

 

 53 Godfrey of Fontaines, Quodlibetum VIII, q. 1: “Esse autem existentiae pertinet ad 
naturam et ad suppositum; ad suppositum sicut ad illud quod habet esse, quia 
suppositum significatur ut ens perfectum et formatum; ad naturam sicut quo aliquid 
habet esse; natura enim significatur per modum formae quae dicitur ens ex eo quod 
aliquid ea est.” Citations are from Hocedez, Quaestio de unico esse in Christo. On 
Godfrey’s Christology, see Cross, Metaphysics of the Incarnation, 69-70, 114-19, 290-
95. 
 54 Godfrey of Fontaines, Quodlibetum VIII, q. 1: “Et sic considerando in Christo 
naturam humanam et divinam, secundum illas oportet ponere plura esse in Christo, sed 
unum quasi substantiale et principale, et aliud quasi accidentale et secundarium.” 
 55 Ibid.: “In quantum enim natura humana advenit supposito praeexistenti aeterno 
dicitur habere respectu illius modum accidentis. Non tamen est accidens, cum sit vera 
substantia; nec proprie accidentaliter advenit sed hypostatice.” 
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Thomas’s Summa (STh III, q. 2, a. 6) is difficult to ignore. The 
particular rejection of an accidental union reveals that Godfrey 
gleaned from Thomas what to avoid, but it is even more 
significant that Godfrey received from Thomas the basic 
Chalcedonian principle of a single subject in Christ. Godfrey 
frames his presentation of Christ’s esse with the following rule: 
“it is necessary that what pertains to nature in Christ is 
multiplied and what pertains to the suppositum is one only.”56 
In broad strokes, this Chalcedonian principle was the common 
heritage of Scholasticism through Peter Lombard’s Sentences. 
Godfrey’s particular formulation, however, is an inheritance 
from Thomas as are his consistent efforts both to identify 
person, hypostasis, and suppositum and to stress a single subject 
in Christ. 
 Godfrey was not alone in repeating Thomas’s stress on 
Christ’s singularity of hypostasis and suppositum. Rather, this 
was the standard Christological teaching in the wake of 
Thomas’s efforts. Peter of Tarentaise, informed by Thomas’s 
Scriptum, devotes an article in his Sentences commentary to 
rejecting any duality of hypostasis in Christ (In III Sent., d. 6, q. 
2, a. 1). Giles of Rome similarly devotes a question (Reportatio 
III, q. 17) to defending a single suppositum and hypostasis in 
Christ. Bernard of Trilia follows suit by stressing Christ’s unity 
of hypostasis (Quodl. I, q. 3). Though Matthew of Aquasparta 
strenuously counters Thomas’s affirmation of a composite 
hypostasis in Christ, he defines the mode of union as a union 
according to hypostasis (QDI, q. 8) and takes care to limit to 
one the hypostasis in Christ. Henry of Ghent responds to 
Thomas by severing the link between a single suppositum and a 
single esse. The contra argument in question 2 of Henry’s third  
quodlibetal question restricts Christ’s esse to one because esse 
pertains to suppositum and there is only one suppositum in 
Christ.57 Henry’s response grants the singularity of Christ’s 
 

 56 Ibid.: “oportet quod quae ad natura pertinent in Christo plurificentur, quae autem 
pertinent ad suppositum sint unum tantum.” 
 57 Henry of Ghent, Quodlibetum III, q. 2: “Contra: Things differing in esse differ 
also in suppositum, because esse per se is of the suppositum. Therefore, there are not 
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suppositum while arguing that this need not restrict Christ’s esse 
to one. Richard of Middleton (Quodlibetum I, q. 3) repeats 
Henry’s contra argument and formulates the same basic dis-
ruption of any strict identity between suppositum and esse.58 
These Scholastics disagree about Christ’s esse but agree with 
each other and with Thomas in defending unity of person, 
hypostasis, and suppositum in Christ. 
 Despite varying widely in their approaches to Christ’s esse, 
these thinkers all support the same basic Christological principle 
and in a particular formulation indebted to Thomas’s ter-
minological clarifications. Their debt to him remains unspoken 
or textually implicit, and in this Hervaeus and Durandus differ. 
Hervaeus and Durandus share a similar view of Christ’s esse and 
both attempt to justify that view in light of Thomas. Hervaeus 
does so through express appeal to Thomas’s ninth quodlibetal 
question. Durandus does so by keeping the Summa theologiae 
to hand and copying its citations of Ephesus, Chalcedon, and 
Constantinople II. This repetition is as significant as it is un-
usual. Durandus fortifies the credentials of his Christology with 
the same armaments as Thomas. He embeds his dissent from 
Thomas within Christological authorities Thomas himself had 
recovered, and he develops his understanding of esse according 
to Christological principles Thomas had articulated. 
  

CONCLUSION 
 
 Assessing the influence of Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christ-
ology first requires identifying its essential Chalcedonian 
elements. These could, with obvious justification, be identified 
with his express citations from Chalcedon and other conciliar 
                                                 

diverse esse unless of diverse supposita. In Christ there is not but one suppositum, 
namely of the person of the Word, and so there is not but one esse” (“Contra: Quae 
differunt in esse, et in supposito, quia esse per se est suppositi. Ergo diversa esse non 
sunt nisi diversorum suppositorum. In Christo non est nisi unum suppositum scilicet 
personae Verbi; ergo neque nisi unum esse”). 
 58 Richard of Middleton, Quodlibetum I, q. 3: “Contra: In Christ there is not but 
one suppositum; and there is only one actual and accidental subsistence of one 
suppositum. Therefore in Christ there is not but one esse subsistentiae” (“Contra: In 
Christo non est nisi unum suppositum; sed unius suppositi una est tantum actualis et 
accidentalis subsistentia. Ergo in Christo non est nisi unum esse subsistentiae.”) 
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and patristic texts in his later works. Such a limiting and dis-
junctive identification conceives Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christ-
ology as wholly anomalous, which fits well with the collective 
decision among later Scholastics not to repeat his novel citations 
of sources.59 If, by contrast, one locates the essential Chal-
cedonian elements in the Christological grammar of two perfect 
natures united without change, confusion, separation, or 
division in the one person, hypostasis, and suppositum of the 
divine Word, then Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christology appears 
as continuous within his own corpus and with earlier and later 
Scholastic Christologies. While recognizing what Thomas 
gained theologically in his recovery of conciliar and patristic 
sources, this article has emphasized the second approach so as 
to highlight one of Thomas’s specific and lasting contributions 
to the Chalcedonian character of Scholastic Christologies, 
namely, the identification of person, hypostasis, and suppositum 
in order to maintain the unity and singularity of subject in 
Christ. Informed by the Damascene, Thomas eliminated the 
terminological slippage evident in some earlier thirteenth-
century Christologies and thereby forged the understanding of 
Christ’s single subject that guided subsequent treatments of the 
mode of union. 
 Arguing this case required two basic steps. The first involved 
tracing the Chalcedonian principle of a single subject as a 
consistent theme between Thomas’s youthful Scriptum on the 
Lombard’s Sentences and mature Summa theologiae. Doing so 
revealed how retrieval of conciliar and patristic texts confirmed 
Thomas’s Christological intuitions rather than upending them. 
The second step extended the investigation to later Scholastic 
theologians to gauge the influence of this Chalcedonian prin-
ciple on the contentious question of Christ’s esse. Though some 
followed Thomas in defending a single esse in Christ, many 
rejected or at least modified this position, supporting multiple 

 

 59 It is interesting to speculate whether theologians would have been more accepting 
of Thomas’s recovered sources had he introduced them in a Sentences commentary 
rather than in the Summa theologiae. 
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esse in Christ beyond the plurality of esse essentiae. Even in the 
midst of such rejections and modifications, proponents of 
multiple esse in Christ took explicit measures to prevent this 
multiplication of esse from multiplying or dividing the person, 
hypostasis, or suppositum in Christ. Thomas Aquinas’s lasting 
influence on Scholastic Christology is evident in these efforts to 
secure Christ’s singularity of subject. 
 The Chalcedonian character of Thomas’s Christology is in 
no way limited to his emphasis on a single subject in Christ. 
Thomas, particularly in his Summa theologiae, devoted 
uncommon attention to exploring the integrity of Christ’s two 
natures and made extensive use of the second and third councils 
of Constantinople to explore the union of these natures. The 
narrow focus on singularity of subject, however, suffices to 
establish the continuity within Thomas’s thought and its 
influence on later Scholastics; it also justifies elaborating this 
Chalcedonian principle or grammar in response to potential 
worries regarding the limitation of esse in Christ to one. The 
promise of Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christology rests in his deep 
mastery of Chalcedonian grammar, because such mastery safely 
guides the theologian even when surface adherence to 
Chalcedonian formulas cannot suffice. This is evident in 
reflections on personhood and esse in Christ. 
 Debates about Christ’s personhood and esse are often 
plagued by equivocation or at least by the proliferation of 
distinctions without clearly meaningful differences. Precision is 
of the utmost importance in such matters, and this is why well-
meaning affirmations that Christ is not a human person must be 
rejected.60 A human person is nothing other than a person of 
human nature. There can be no human being without a human 
person. In the case of Christ, there is a human person, namely, 
the person of the Word. By assuming an individual human 
nature into hypostatic union, the person of the Word became a 

 

 60 Reichmann (“Aquinas, Scotus, and the Christological Mystery: Why Christ Is Not 
a Human Person”), for example, equates the statements “Christ is not a human person” 
and “Christ’s human nature is not a human person.” Conflating these statements and 
their corresponding questions, Reichmann denies that Christ is a human person. This 
represents a grammatical error with respect to the Incarnation. 
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person of human nature. What there is not in Christ is a simply 
or strictly or purely human person; there is no person apart 
from or in addition to the person of the Word. Acknowledging 
that Christ is a human person only makes explicit what Thomas 
implicitly affirms in defending hypostatic composition in Christ 
and in demonstrating the complex truth of the statement “God 
is a human being” (Deus est homo) (STh III, q. 16, a. 1). In his 
commentary, Cajetan gives voice to this. He writes, “in that 
proposition, Deus est homo, Deus stands [supponit] for a human 
person because it stands [supponit] for the person of the Son of 
God insofar as [the person of the Son of God] is a human 
person.”61 Again: “it should be recalled that the hypostasis for 
which Deus stands (supponit) in this proposition has eternal 
conditions and has conditions from time; [the hypostasis] is a 
divine person from eternity and is a human person from 
time.”62 Here and elsewhere Cajetan traces the logical im-
plications of Thomas’s Chalcedonian principle or grammar to 
the certain conclusion that “Christ” names the person of the 
Word incarnate and so necessarily names a human person. 
 Much the same can be said regarding esse. A concretely 
existing human being requires human esse, but human esse in 
this sense is nothing other than the esse of a human being. 
There must be human esse in Christ in order for Christ’s human 
nature really to exist. The problem arises when this esse is taken 
to be a simply, strictly, or purely human esse.63 The one esse in 
Christ is the esse of the person of the Word; by virtue of the 

 

 61 Cajetan, Commentaria in III, d. 16, a. 1, II: “in ista propositione, Deus et homo, 
Deus supponit pro persona humana: quia supponit pro persona Filii Dei quatenus est 
persona humana.” Citations are from Thomas Aquinas Opera omnia, ed. Commisio 
Leonina, vol. 11 (Rome: Ex typographia polyglotta, 1903). On the distinction between 
supposition and signification, see Henk Schoot, Christ the ‘Name’ of God: Thomas 
Aquinas on Naming Christ (Leuven: Peeters Press, 1993), 146-47. 
 62 Cajetan, Commentaria in III, d. 16, a. 1, V: “ideo, terio, recolendum est quod 
hypostasis pro qua supponit in hoc propositione ly Deus, habet conditiones aeternas, et 
habet conditiones ex tempore; est enim persona divina ab aeterno, est et persona 
humana ex tempore.” 
 63 Iribarren equates a human esse in Christ with a multiple-esse view in “The 
Christological Thought.” 
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Word’s assumption of an individual human nature into hypo-
static union, the esse of the person of the Word became the esse 
of a human being. Just as denial of a simply, strictly, or purely 
human person in Christ does not amount to a denial of any 
human person in Christ, so too the denial of a simply, strictly, 
or purely human esse in Christ does not amount to a denial of 
any human esse in Christ. This extension of Thomas’s explicit 
reflections on Christ’s person and esse suggests the need for 
subtle understanding of Chalcedonian grammar and that the 
promise of Thomas’s Chalcedonian Christology is one of using 
Chalcedonian principles to grapple with new questions in an 
unending appreciation of the mystery of the Incarnation. 
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CHOLARLY INTEREST in the theology of the “long 
twelfth century” shows no signs of abating.2 On the con-
trary, the ongoing conversation has reached the point 

where revisionist approaches now question earlier common-
places.3 At the same time, despite agreement about the existence 
of this distinct era in the High Middle Ages, little consensus 
exists about how best to characterize its chief concerns, 
characteristics, and accomplishments. Indeed, a remarkable 
variety of “theological styles” coexists in a century that includes 
figures as diverse as Anselm of Canterbury, Peter Abelard, Hugh 
and Richard of St. Victor, Bernard of Clairvaux, William of St. 
Thierry, Hildegard of Bingen, Peter Lombard, and Peter 
Comestor—to name only the more well-known.  
 In the mid-twentieth century, one historian characterized this 
period as “the most uncompromisingly christocentric period of 
 

 1 Baldwin of Ford, De sacramento altaris, ed. and French trans. J Morson, E de 
Solms, and J Leclercq, Sources chrétiennes 93-94 (Paris,1963). 
 2  “Long” reflects a consensus that a unity encompasses the forms of theological 
discourse that flourished in the period between (roughly) the Eucharistic debates in the 
1050s and the Gregorian reforms of the 1070s, on the one hand, and, on the other 
hand, the formal incorporation of the universities (especially at Paris), the fuller 
assimilation of Aristotle, and the appearance of the Mendicant Orders in the first three 
decades of the 1200s. 
 3 Rachel Fulton Brown, “Three-in-One: Making God in Twelfth-Century Liturgy, 
Theology, and Devotion,” in European Transformations: The Long Twelfth Century 
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 468-97. 

S
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Western civilization.” 4  Since then, a cottage industry has fo-
cused on the twelfth-century “discovery” of and devotion to the 
humanity of Jesus.5 Yet, recently the Dominican scholar Gilles 
Emery has argued that “the Trinitarian question constitutes the 
great theme of twelfth-century theology,”6 which inaugurated 
the “golden age of Trinitarian reflection in the West.” 7  Yet 
again, if one considers the Eucharistic debates between Lanfranc 
and Berengar in the 1050s and the pronouncements of Lateran 
IV in 1215, and then observes in between the avalanche of 
treatises with the words “body and blood” in their titles, one 
could also claim the twelfth as the century of the Eucharist. 
So—Christ, Trinity, Eucharist—which is it? 
 Or is this a false question, created by problematic 
assumptions of modern historians? Recently, Rachael Fulton 
Brown, a leading religious historian of the twelfth century, has 

 

 4  Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study of Medieval Political 
Theology (Princeton: Princeton University, 1957), 61. More precisely, Kantorowicz 
intends “roughly, the monastic period from 900 to A.D. 1100” (ibid.). That the scope of 
his observation deserves to be extended somewhat will be borne out below. 
 5 The literature on this theme is vast. In the middle of the twentieth century, R. W. 
Southern observed: “This power of St. Anselm and St. Bernard to give varied and 
coherent expression to the perceptions and aspirations which they shared with their 
contemporaries is most clearly seen in their treatment of the central theme of Christian 
thought: the life of Christ and the meaning of the Crucifixion. The theme of tenderness 
and compassion for the sufferings and helplessness of the Saviour of the world was one 
which had a new birth in the monasteries of the eleventh century, and every century 
since then has paid tribute to the monastic inspiration of this century by some new 
development of this theme” (R. W. Southern, The Making of the Middle Ages [New 
Haven: Yale University, 1953] 231). See also Rachel Fulton, From Judgment to Passion: 
Devotion to Christ and the Virgin Mary, 800–1200 (New York: Columbia University, 
2002). For later developments, see Ellen M. Ross, The Grief of God: Images of the 
Suffering Jesus in Late Medieval England (New York: Oxford University, 1997); and 
Paul Gondreau, The Passions of Christ's Soul in the Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters, n.s. 61 
(Münster: Aschendorff, 2002). 
 6 Gilles Emery, O.P., Trinity in Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 2008), 2. 
 7 Emery, Trinity in Aquinas, xxviii. Peter Gemeinhardt speaks of “a new period of 
the development in trinitarian thinking in medieval western Europe” (“Logic, Tradition, 
and Ecumenics: Developments of Latin Trinitarian Theology between c. 1075 and c. 
1160,” Trinitarian Theology in the Medieval West, ed. Pekka Kärkkäinen [Helsingin 
Yliopisto, Finland: Luther-Agricola-Society, 2007], 10-68, at 10). Even earlier, the great 
historian Josef Jungmann argued that “in religious writings of the high Middle Ages, 
Trinitarian principles assumed an almost disproportionately great importance” (cited in 
Brown, “Three-in-One,” 472). 
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acknowledged that, due to certain Enlightenment/Romantic 
assumptions regarding the priority of interior religious 
experience (i.e., spirituality) over its “petrified and mechanized” 
theological and liturgical expression, modern scholarship on the 
twelfth century has tended artificially to isolate certain themes, 
attitudes, or contexts for analysis, in a compartmentalizing and 
thus reductionistic fashion: 
 
If we have been blind to the actual contours of the [twelfth century], it is not 
because we did not have the evidence we needed, but rather because we, that 
is, the historians, have persisted in seeing one aspect of this culture 
(“devotion”) as something necessarily separate from another (“theology”), and 
a third (“liturgy”) . . . as somehow only incidentally involved in the devotional 
and theological concerns of the day.8 
 
Though not precisely the topical set of concerns noted above, 
Fulton’s triptych of “devotion,” “theology,” and “liturgy” can 
be broadly aligned, respectively, with twelfth-century interest in 
the humanity of Jesus, Trinitarian speculation, and Eucharistic 
piety. Her concern about scholarly “compartmentalization,” 
accordingly, corresponds with a similar intuition animating the 
present investigation, namely, a concern about overly narrow 
analyses of discrete theological topics or themes that obscures 
the more profound, well-integrated theological intuitions of this 
era. To illustrate how poorly such isomorphic strategies serve 
the study of twelfth-century theology and to introduce what 
follows, I consider the author quoted in the title above, namely, 
Baldwin of Ford (d. 1190), a late twelfth-century Cistercian 
monk, who was made archbishop of Canterbury in 1185. 
 

I. BALDWIN OF FORD:  
FAITH OF UNITY, FAITH OF UNION, FAITH OF COMMUNION 

 

 Christ’s words in John’s Gospel—“I am the living bread 
come down from heaven” (6:51)—prompt Baldwin in his 
commentary on the Eucharist to see a profound link between 
Trinity, Incarnation, and Eucharist: 

 

 8 Brown, “Three-in-One,” 468-69. 
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By faith we feed upon the Only-begotten, who is in the bosom of the Father 
[Jn 1:18], sent to us from heaven, and incarnate for our sakes, the living 
bread, which came down from heaven. Recognizing through faith the flesh 
received for us, we eat the flesh of Christ given to us as food. There is 
therefore the faith of unity, the faith of union, the faith of communion. 
(Emphasis added)9 
 
Baldwin elaborates: 
 
By the faith of unity we believe the Son to be one with the Father, just as the 
Son himself said: I and the Father are one (Jn 10). [This] is the faith of the 
Trinity, for one does not have fully the faith of unity in God, that is, of the 
one divinity, unless he believes each of the three Persons to be one God, and 
all three simultaneously to be only one God.10  
 
 “By the faith of union,” he continues,  
 
we believe that the only-begotten Son of God has united to himself human 
nature in the unity of person through the mystery of the Incarnation. The 
faith of unity [i.e., Trinity] is thus joined to this [faith of union], by which we 
believe him to be one person in two natures. For one does not have the full 
faith of this union, who believes that the two natures were not united in one 
person or that one person is divided by two natures.11 
 
 “By the faith of communion,” thirdly,  
 
we believe the most holy life-producing, sanctifying flesh of Christ to be given 
to us and to be communicated for the remission of sins; for [Christ] willed 

 

 9 Baldwin of Ford, De sacramento altaris (SC 93:268; PL 204:694C-D): “per fidem 
Unigenitum, qui est in sinu Patris, de coelo ad nos missum, et propter nos incarnatum, 
panem vivum, qui de coelo descendit, manducamus. Cognoscentes per fidem carnem 
pro nobis acceptam, nobis in cibum datam, carnem Christi manducamus. Est ergo fides 
unitatis, et fides unionis, et fides communionis.” 
 10 Ibid. (SC 93:268; PL 204:694D-695A): “Fide unitatis credimus Filium unum esse 
cum Patre, sicut ipse dicit: ‘Ego et Pater unum sumus (Jn 10).’ Huic fidei adjuncta est 
fides Trinitatis. Non enim fidem unitatis in Deo, id est unius divinitatis, plene habet, nisi 
qui credit, singulas trium personarum esse unum Deum, et omnes tres simul non esse 
nisi unum Deum. Mysterium enim unitatis in Trinitate continet mysterium Trinitatis in 
unitate. Et sine fide Trinitatis fides unius Dei plena non est; quia Trinitas unus [695A] 
Deus est.” 
 11 Ibid. (SC 93:270; PL 204:695A): “Fide unionis credimus, quod unigenitus Filius 
Dei humanam naturam in unitate personae per mysterium Incarnationis sibi habet 
unitam. Huic fidei adjuncta est fides unitatis, qua credimus, unam esse personam in 
duabus naturis. Non enim plenam fidem habet hujus unionis, qui credit duas naturas in 
una persona non uniri, vel personam in duabus naturis dividi.” 
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that the very thing which he willed to be assumed for us and from us, be eaten 
by us in food.12 
 
 He then offers the summary found in the title, while at the 
same time gesturing quite explicitly at its overarching goal: 
 
This is the sum total of our faith: to know Christ in the Father, Christ in the 
flesh, Christ in the participation of the altar. All the mysteries of the faith are 
gathered together in this summation, and whatever was written in the law, the 
psalms, and the prophets was directed toward this end, that Christ is known, 
and when he is known, he is loved.13 
 
For Baldwin, this is the “one Catholic faith,”14 and he integrates 
these three doctrinal loci, these three “mysteries of the faith”—
Trinity, Christ, Eucharist—within a comprehensive Christologi-
cal framework.  
 Baldwin affords a point of departure (and an organizational 
framework) for what follows. His integrated summary of 
Catholic faith is quite obviously Christocentric, not in a general 
or vague sense, but rather informed by and articulated in a 
doctrinal, even dogmatic idiom, which is quite clearly classical, 
even “Chalcedonian” in a broad and general sense. When he 
refers to one person and two natures, he is clearly deploying the 
dogmatic formula ratified in 451 as the orthodox resolution of 
the fifth-century debates, even if he is not explicitly adverting to 
the councils of Ephesus or Chalcedon or citing their acta 
directly.15 The claim advanced here is that for many twelfth-
 

 12  Baldwin of Ford, De sacramento altaris (SC 93.270; PL 204.695A-B): “Fide 
communionis credimus sacrosanctam Christi carnem vivificatricem et sanctificatricem 
nobis dispensari, et communicari in remissionem peccatorum, Deo mirabiliter 
dispensante; qui hoc ipsum a nobis voluit in alimoniam sumi, quod a se voluit pro nobis, 
et de nobis assumi.” 
 13 Ibid. (SC 93:270; PL 204:695B): “Summa autem fidei nostrae haec est, cognoscere 
Christum in Patre, Christum in carne, Christum in altaris participatione. Omnia autem 
fidei mysteria ad hanc summam colliguntur, et quaecunque scripta sunt in lege et 
psalmis et prophetis, ad hunc finem diriguntur, ut Christus cognoscatur, et agnitus 
diligatur.” 
 14 Ibid. (SC 93:270-72; PL 204:695C): “there is one Catholic faith, containing the 
mysteries of the divinity of Christ, of the Incarnation, and of holy communion” (“quia 
una est fides catholica mysteria continens divinitatis Christi et Incarnationis, et sacrae 
communionis”). 
 15 The argument advanced here is entirely independent of the question of whether, 
how, and to what extent twelfth-century theologians knew the official acta of the 
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century writers, including Baldwin, the faith of the Incarnation, 
articulated in classical (generally Chalcedonian) terms, was not 
an isolated dogma—to be learned, affirmed, and perhaps 
defended if challenged, but otherwise ignored; it was not 
“simply another item in the list of Christian beliefs.”16 Rather, 
classical Christology anchored, organized, and “colored” 
everything else. It offered insight into the very mystery of God, 
the wisdom of the divine economy in salvation history, and the 
ultimate relationship between God and humanity, as mediated 
by sacrament and liturgy. Indeed, the twelfth-century texts 
considered below reflect what has been called the “systematic 
scope” of Christian doctrine. For the twelfth century, as for the 
fourth, “Christology” was not cordoned off from the rest of 
Christian doctrine, nor indeed from practice and experience. 
Christian doctrines about the nature of the triune God and the 
God-man were not “arcane speculations” isolated from the rest 
of the Christian life, but rather they “expressed coherent 
construals of the entirety of Christian existence”17 and afforded 
“a global interpretation of Christian life and faith.”18  
 The goal in what follows, accordingly, is to trace the 
presence of classical Christology in the twelfth century, not in 
the narrow, technical sense of an analysis of the God-man’s 
composition, but rather in the wider view of its broader 
implications for the believer’s existence as a whole and as 
holistically conceived, fostering not just speculative insight but 
also wonder, devotion, prayer, and praise. Accordingly, I will 

                                                                                                                          

Council of Chalcedon or related patristic texts. The simple fact that twelfth-century 
authors used Chalcedonian teaching and terminology suffices to show that they were 
“Chalcedonian” in a broad sense of the term, even if they did not explicitly cite the 
counciliar acta or Leo’s Tome and even if they struggled (as they most certainly did) to 
avoid both “Nestorian” and “Monophysite” interpretations or appropriations thereof 
(as did patristic thinkers themselves in the centuries following the Chalcedon). On the 
topic of twelfth-century knowledge and reception of Chalcedon, see Ludwig Ott, “Das 
Konzil von Chalkedon in der Frühscholastik,” in Das Konzil von Chalkedon (Würzburg: 
Echter-Verl., Bd. 2 [1953]), 873-922.  
 16 Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of Trinitarian 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2011), 7. 
 17 Ibid., 1. 
 18 Ibid., 18. 
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consider Christ in the Eucharist, Christ in the Incarnation, and 
Christ in the Father. 
 

II. CHRISTOLOGY IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY:  
A BRIEF OVERVIEW 

 

 It is useful at the outset to say something briefly regarding 
twelfth-century awareness of the Christological debates of the 
early Church. The literature of this period suggests that twelfth-
century authors had some acquaintance (however mediated) 
with the main issues and protagonists of the Christological 
controversies in the fifth century. Writing at mid-century, the 
popularizing theologian Honorius of Autun (d. 1154), rehearsed 
them thus: 
 
The Nestorians are so called from Nestorius the bishop of Constantinople. 
They preach that Mary is not the mother of God but only of a man. Making 
one person of the flesh, another person of the deity, they affirm not one 
Christ in Word and in flesh, but one Son of God, another son of man. The 
Eutychians are so called from Eutyches, abbot of Constantinople. They deny 
that there are two natures in Christ, but preach only the divine in Christ after 
the assumption of flesh, namely, flesh converted into deity.19 
 
 Not that these were merely academic matters of dusty 
dogmatic history, settled once and for all in the fifth century. 
About the same time, Gerhoh of Reichersperg (d. 1169) wrote: 
 
And concerning the eternal divinity of the Word, only a few have doubted, 
except the Arians. But concerning the man united to the divinity in the Word, 

 

 19 Honorius of Autun, De haeresibus (PL 172:239B-240A): “Nestoriani a Nestorio 
Constantinopolitano episcopo nuncupati. Hi sanctam Mariam non Dei sed hominis 
tantum genitricem praedicant; aliam personam carnis, aliam deitatis facientes, nec unum 
Christum in verbo et carne, sed alium Filium Dei, alium filium hominis, affirmant. 
[240A] Eutychiani ab Eutychete Constantinopolitano abbate ita nominati. Hi negant in 
Christo duas naturas esse, sed solam divinam in eo post assumptam carnem, scilicet 
carnem in deitatem versam praedicant.” My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for 
noting that Honorius’s text comes virtually verbatim from Isidore of Seville’s 
Etymologiarum 13.5 and a very similar text appears in Iohannes Tomitanus (sixth 
century), Disputatio Nestorianis et Eutychianis, CCSL 85A (ed. F. Glorie, 1985). Again, 
that Honorius’s knowledge of fifth-century Christological debates and their resolutions 
is derived from these intermediate sources, rather than from direct contact with the 
original texts, does not in any way diminish the fact that he does know them.  
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not only did Nestorius and his accomplices doubt, but until even today many 
doubt, who affirm that that man should be called God, not properly but only 
figuratively.20 

 
Who are these twelfth-century neo-Nestorians? Though Indian 
Nestorianism engaged the twelfth-century imagination in the 
figure of Prester John, supposedly a Nestorian ruler of India 
who held the offices of both king and priest, 21  more likely 
Gerhoh has in mind Gilbert of Poitiers, Bishop Eberhard of 
Bamberg, and especially Peter Abelard,22 whose approach to the 
matter earned him the label “Nestorian” (despite his own 
vociferous disavowals), and eventually a condemnation from 
Pope Alexander III.23 However that may be, for his own part, 
Gerhoh offered an elegant statement of classical Christological 
orthodoxy: 
 
not that there are two sons, God and man, but one Son, the God-Man, who is 
by nature divine from the Father and by nature human from his mother. For 
both divinity is given to humanity and humanity thus united is given to 
divinity, that the same is man who is God, and the same God who is man: the 
same Son of God, who is Son of the Virgin, and the son of man, who is Son of 
God the Father.24 
 

 

 20 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Commentarius aureus in Psalmos et cantica ferialia (PL 
193:1494C-D): “Et de Verbi quidem aeterna divinitate pauci unquam, [1494D] exceptis 
Arianis, dubitaverunt. De hominis autem Verbo uniti divinitate non solum Nestorius 
cum suis complicibus olim dubitavit, sed usque hodie multi dubitant, qui Hominem 
Deum non proprie, sed figurative dici affirmant.” 
 21 See Nicholas Jubber, The Prester Quest (London: Doubleday, 2005). 
 22 On the various views of Abelard’s Christology, both then and now, see Marcia 
Colish, Peter Lombard (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 1:409-10, and the literature cited.  
 23 See Lauge Olaf Nielsen, Theology and Philosophy in the Twelfth Century: A Study 
of Gilbert Porreta's Thinking and the Theological Expositions of the Doctrine of the 
Incarnation during the Period 1130-1180 (Leiden: Brill, 1982), 360ff.; Robert 
Somerville, Pope Alexander III and the Council of Tours (1163): A Study of Ecclesiastical 
Politics and Institutions in the Twelfth Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California, 1977), 62-63. 
 24 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Commentarius aureus in Psalmos et cantica ferialia (PL 
193:1494D): “non quod sint duo Filii Deus et homo, sed unus Filius Deus Homo, cui et 
ex Patre naturalis est divinitas, et ex matre naturalis humanitas. Nam et humanitati data 
est divinitas, et divinitati sic unita est humanitas, ut idem sit homo, qui Deus, idemque 
Deus, qui homo: idem Filius Dei, qui Filius Virginis, et Filius hominis, qui Filius Dei 
Patris.” 
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 Lastly, mention must be made of the three so-called 
“Christological opinions” listed by Peter Lombard in his 
Sentences. In book 3, distinction 6 of the Sentences, the 
Lombard lists and describes three current views regarding the 
composition of Christ: (1) the homo assumptus view, (2) the 
“composite man” theory, (3) and the habitus theory. This 
produced an enormous amount of Scholastic discussion (and 
confusion) in the century that followed.25 Central to this more 
technical Scholastic debate was the question of how, on the one 
hand, one can affirm an actual, particular, and complete human 
nature in the Incarnation without, on the other hand, having a 
genuine human hypostasis (à la Nestorius). If, in an attempt to 
avoid the latter, one denied actual existence or reality to 
Christ’s humanity to the point of saying that “Christ as man is 
not something,” one could be accused of “Christological 
nihilism.”26 
 

III. TO KNOW CHRIST IN THE PARTICIPATION OF THE ALTAR 
 

 As is well known, the Eucharist acquired a heightened 
prominence in the Middle Ages, often associated with 
flashpoints of debate and conciliar decrees: Radbertus and 
Ratramnus in the ninth century, Berengar and Lanfranc in the 
 

 25  Here, as above, the question of twelfth-century knowledge of the texts of 
Chalcedon and the proper interpretation thereof should be noted. A long tradition of 
twentieth-century scholarship has argued that the Lombard’s opinions reflect a general 
lack of understanding of the issues at stake in the fifth-century debates, as well as of 
their orthodox resolution. For discussions of St. Thomas Aquinas’s retrieval of 
Chalcdonian Christology in comparison with his twelfth-century predecessors, see I. 
Backes, Die Christologie des hl. Thomas v. Aquin und die griechischen Kirchenväter 
(Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 1931); G. Geenen, “The Council of Chalcedon in 
the Theology of St. Thomas,” in From an Abundant Spring, ed. the staff of The Thomist 
(New York: P.J. Kenedy and Sons, 1952), 172-217; J. A. Weisheipl, Friar Thomas 
D’Aquino (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1983), 164; É.-
H Wéber, Le Christ selon Saint Thomas D’Aquin (Paris: Desclée, 1988). 
 26 For discussion of “Christological nihilism” in the twelfth century, see Nikolaus 
Häring, “The Case of Gilbert de la Porree Bishop of Poitiers,” Mediaeval Studies 3 
(1950): 1-40; Nielsen, Theology and Philosophy in the Twelfth Century; Marcia Colish, 
“Christological Nihilism in the Second Half of the Twelfth Century,” Recherches de 
theologie ancienne at medievale 63 (1996): 146-55; and, most recently, Clare Monagle, 
Orthodoxy and Controversy in Twelfth-Century Religious Discourse: Peter Lombard’s 
“Sentences” and the Development of Theology (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013). 
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eleventh, Lateran IV’s use of “transubstantiation,” the Feast of 
Corpus Christi, the late-medieval controversies over utraquism, 
etc. Scholarship tends to isolate this topic from other 
theological issues. A striking feature of the twelfth-century 
explosion of Eucharistic discussion, however, is the link forged 
with classical Christology.27 
 On one hand, this link emerges in relation to the theory of 
impanation. As the twelfth-century Eucharistic discussion 
became increasingly sophisticated regarding the relationship be-
tween Christ’s presence and the status of the elements after 
consecration, a theory emerged that was called “impanation” 
but could have been called “Chalcedonian consubstantiation.” 
Just as in the Incarnation, the humanity assumed by the person 
of the Word remains fully human, such that Christ is both fully 
divine and fully human, so (this theory reasoned) in the 
Eucharist, Christ assumes bread (panis), becomes “embreaded” 
such that the bread remains fully bread—that is, Christ becomes 
“impanate,” just as the Word became incarnate. To develop a 
theory of Eucharistic presence that is consistent with the 
classical conception of the Incarnation, it seems that one should 
affirm the substantial co-presence of bread in the Eucharist, just 
as one affirms the substantial co-presence of human nature in 
the Incarnation. But this theory was rejected, and arguably on 
classical grounds. If bread is assumed directly by the Logos 
(independent of the human nature), a second divine assumption, 
now of bread, emerges, which could not really be called the 
“body of Christ” but only his bread, so to speak. If, on the other 
hand, bread is assumed by the whole incarnate Christ, then it 
must be assumed by the human nature too, in which case it 
would seem to become an accident of the humanity of Christ, 
and thus no longer substantially bread.28 
 At the same time, various twelfth-century theologians 
recognized that the specter of neo-Nestorian Christologies had 
profoundly negative implications for the Church’s Eucharistic 

 

 27 For example, in Jaroslav Pelikan’s The Growth of Medieval Theology (600-1300), 
vol. 3 of The Christian Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), there is 
no mention of this connection at all. 
 28 See Pelikan, Growth of Medieval Theology, 201.  
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faith. It is impressive that they reached back to the fifth-century 
Christological debates for resources. In his On the Body and 
Blood of the Lord, William of St. Thierry (d. 1148) noted that 
“among the diverse heresies [of the patristic age], no mention 
was made of this question, except in the Nestorian heresy 
alone.” William here refers to the proceedings of the Council of 
Ephesus in 431, where the bishops addressed the implications of 
Nestorian Christology for the Eucharist: 
 
And not as common flesh do we receive [the Eucharist]. God forbid! Nor as of 
a man sanctified and associated with the Word according to the unity of 
dignity, or as having a divine indwelling, but as truly the Life-giving and very 
flesh of the Word himself. For he is the Life according to his nature as God, 
and when he became united to his Flesh, he made it also to be Life-giving, as 
also he said to us: Verily, verily, I say unto you, unless you eat the flesh of the 
Son of Man and drink his Blood. For we must not think that it is flesh of a 
man like us (how can the flesh of man be life-giving by its own nature?), but as 
having become truly his own, who for us both became and was called Son of 
Man.29 
 
As William reminds his readers, the Nestorians had insisted that 
John 6:53—“Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of man”—be 
understood as distinguishing the human Son of man, whose 
flesh could indeed be eaten, from the divine Son of God, who 
could not. For  
 

 

 29 The Epistle of Cyril to Nestorius with the XII Anathematisms, NPNF, 2d series, 
14:203-4. William’s Latin version of this conciliar statement (PL 180:361A-B) reads as 
follows: “non ut communem carnem percipientes; quod absit! nec ut viri sanctificati et 
Verbo conjuncti secundum dignitatis unitatem, aut sicut divinam possidentis 
habitationem; sed [361B] vere vivificatricem, et ipsius Verbi propriam factam. Vita enim 
naturaliter ut Deus existens, qui propriae carni unitus est; vivificatricem eam professus 
est esse. Et ideo quamvis dicat ad nos: ‘Amen amen dico vobis: nisi manducaveritis 
carnem Filii hominis, et biberitis ejus sanguinem,’ non tamen eam carnem hominis unius 
ex nobis aestimare debemus. Quomodo enim hominis caro juxta naturam suam 
vivificatrix esse poterit? Sed ut vere propriam ejus factam, qui propter nos filius hominis 
et factus est et vocatus.” See also the Council of Ephesus, Anathema XI: “Whosoever 
shall not confess that the flesh of the Lord gives life and that it pertains to the Word of 
God the Father as his very own, but shall pretend that it belongs to another person who 
is united to him [i.e., the Word] only according to honour, and who has served as a 
dwelling for the divinity; and shall not rather confess, as we say, that that flesh giveth 
life because it is that of the Word who giveth life to all: let him be anathema.” 



230  BOYD TAYLOR COOLMAN 
 
if they confess that to be the body of the Lord, they will contradict themselves, 
recognizing there to be in Christ, God and man, the unity of person. 
Therefore they said that it is the flesh of the sanctified man, and he was 
conjoined to the Word according to a unity of dignity, or as possessing divine 
inhabitation.30 
 
 What both fifth- and twelfth-century adherents to classical 
Christology understood was that on Nestorian terms the body 
of Christ received in the Eucharist was, in the words of Gerhoh 
of Reichersperg, “the flesh of a [mere] man,” which even 
though it may well be “sanctified by the indwelling of God,” 
had “little power of its own to give life to the one eating it.”31 
After quoting at length the above-noted text from the Council 
of Ephesus, Gerhoh stated his own view: 
 
The one who eats the flesh of the Son of Man, therefore, eats the Son of Man: 
he eats the bread which came down from heaven . . . since the Word became 
flesh (Jn 1). He who eats the flesh of the Word, therefore, also eats the Word 
in his flesh. Any other flesh would be without benefit, since it does not have 
life and life-giving power in it.32 
 
In effect, the claim made here is that only God’s human body 
(and blood) can nourish, give life to, and ultimately save human 
beings. As Gerhoh put it: “that which the Church receives on 
the sacrosanct altar is not the body of a man, as the heretic 

 

 30 William of St. Thierry, De corpore et sanguine domini (PL 180:360D-361A): “si 
illud Domini corpus confiterentur esse, contra se loquerentur, consentientes in Christo 
Deo et homine [361A] unitatem esse personae. Dicebant ergo carnem illam esse viri 
sanctificati, et Verbo conjuncti secundum dignitatis unitatem, aut sicut divinam 
possidentis habitationem.” 
 31 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Epistola VII (PL 194:498B): “For thence the heresiarch 
Nestorius drew out the venom of his error hence, that he denies that the flesh, which is 
eaten upon the altar, is life-giving, in as much as it would be the flesh of a man, 
sanctified by the indwelling, as it were, of God; but it had little power of its own to give 
life to the one eating it” (“Nam et Nestorius haeresiarcha inde hausit venenum sui 
erroris, ita ut carnem, quae in altari sumitur, negaret esse vivificatricem, pro eo quod 
esset hominis caro, inhabitatione quasi Dei sanctificata; sed minime potens 
manducantem se vivificare”). 
 32  Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Epistola VII (PL 194:498C-D): “Manducans igitur 
carnem Filii hominis, manducat Filium hominis: manducat panem qui de coelo 
descendit, [498D] quem Pater signavit Deus, non materiali sigillo, sed summae 
divinitatis indelebili signaculo; quia Verbum caro factum est (Jn I). Et ideo qui carnem 
Verbi manducat, Verbum quoque in sua carne manducat. Alioqui caro non prodesset 
quidquam, si non haberet in se vitam et vivificandi efficaciam.” 
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Nestorius wished, but it must be called the body of the Lord.”33 
That is, a Eucharist grounded in a Nestorian Christology would 
contain only empty Eucharistic calories! 
 Lingering briefly here in the Eucharistic context, another 
aspect of classical Christology connected with liturgy emerges. 
In the liturgical assembly, twelfth-century Christians not only 
received the Lord’s Body and Blood; they also worshipped and 
adored their God. The Christological issue emerges here too. 
After noting that Nestorianism denies to Jesus the proper name 
“God,” permitting it only figuratively and improperly, as 
befitting one indwelt by God, Gerhoh of Reichersperg retorts 
with a “Chalcedonian” doxology, borrowing a refrain from 
Psalm 55:11, “In God will I praise the Word, in the Lord will I 
praise his speech”: 
 
I will praise the humanity of God and the divinity of man. I will praise the 
God-man, the mediator of God and man. . . . In God will I praise the Word 
incarnate, I will praise the divine humanity and the human divinity, I will 
praise the divinity immutably humanized; I will praise the humanity divinized 
or deified, not by the changeability of nature, but by the commutation of 
qualities, which is signified in the titular inscription, when the man, reckoned 
among sinners, was called Jesus Nazarenus Rex Judaeorum. 34 
 
Gerhoh insists that, rightly understood, the inscription on the 
cross means that “that man is one person of the Trinity,” who 
“is to be adored in the glory of God the Father.” The inscrip-
tion applies “equally to the crucified man as to the impassible 
God.” 35  In his criticism of Abelard’s apparent Nestorianism, 

 

 33  Gerhoh of Reichersberg Opusculum de gloria et honore filii hominis (PL 
194:1118D): “Unde id, quod in altari sacrosancta percipit Ecclesia, non corpus hominis, 
ut Nestorius haereticus voluit, sed corpus Domini est nominandum.” 
 34 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Commentarius aureus in Psalmos et cantica ferialia (PL 
193:1687D-1688A): “Ego autem cum populo [1688A] sancto in Deo laudabo Verbum, 
in Domino laudabo sermonem. Laudabo Dei humanitatem et hominis divinitatem. 
Laudabo Deum hominem Dei et hominum mediatorem. . . . in Deo laudabo Verbum 
incarnatum, laudabo divinam humanitatem et humanam divinitatem, laudabo 
divinitatem humanatam sine sui mutabilitate; laudabo humanitatem divinatam seu 
deificatam, non naturae versibilitate, sed qualitatum commutatione, quae significata est 
in tituli inscriptione, dum homo cum iniquis reputatus Jesus Nazarenus Rex Judaeorum 
est nominatus.” 
 35 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Commentarius aureus in Psalmos et cantica ferialia (PL 
193:1689A): “quod homo unam Trinitatis personam divina conceptione, in totam totius 
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William of St. Thierry sharpens the point: If Abelard worships 
the whole Christ, but in effect divides him into two persons, he 
is an idolator, worshipping a mere man; if he does not worship 
the whole Christ, he is not a Christian! 36  Here, classical 
Christology is the very basis of Christian worship. 
 

IV. TO KNOW CHRIST IN THE FLESH 
 
 Baldwin himself fittingly provides the transition from 
knowing Christ in the Eucharist to knowing Christ in the flesh: 
 
Christ’s assuming of our nature is not unfittingly understood as a reception of 
bread. He himself assumed that from which he feeds us, when through the 
mystery of the Incarnation, he united man to himself, turning the hay (fenum) 
of our nature into grain (frumentum), so that he might feed us from the fat of 
the grain, and satiate us from the kernel of the wheat. . . . He was made to be 
bread for us, which strengthens the heart of man; bread in the food of 
teaching, bread in the example of life, bread in every gift of spiritual grace, 
bread in every consolation of our misery; bread sustaining our life, and 
strengthening us in the labor of our life, so that by its strength, we might 
arrive at the mount Horeb of God.37 
 

                                                                                                                          

Trinitatis gloriam divina post mortem glorificatione assumptus in gloria Dei Patris est 
adorandus. . . . quod homini crucifixo aeque ut Patri Deo impassibile congruit hujus 
tituli significatum.” 
 36 William of St. Thierry, Disputatio Catholicorum patrum adversus dogmata Petri 
Abelari (PL 180:299C-D): “If then Peter worships the whole Christ, that is, both as man 
and as God, that Christ, whom Peter fashions for himself, in as much as he is man, is 
not one of the Trinity: since he worships such a one, because he adores a creature, Peter 
is an idolater. But if he does not worship the whole Christ, both as man and as God, 
Peter is not a Christian” (“Si igitur Petrus totum Christum adorat, id est, et secundum 
quod homo est, et secundum quod Deus est; quia Christus, quem Petrus sibi fingit, 
secundum quod homo est, in Trinitate non est: qui talem adorat, quoniam creaturam 
adorat, Petrus idololatra est. Si totum Christum non adorat, id est, [299D] et secundum 
quod homo est, et secundum quod Deus est, Petrus Christianus non est”). 
 37  Baldwin of Ford, De sacramento altaris (SC 93:128; PL 204:656D-657A): 
“Naturae nostrae susceptio non incongrue intelligitur quasi quaedam panis acceptio. 
Accepit Christus, unde nos pasceret, cum per Incarnationis mysterium hominem sibi 
uniret, nostrae carnis fenum vertens in frumentum, ut nos cibaret ex adipe frumenti, et 
satiaret de medulla tritici. Nobis factus est granum tritici in corde bono seminandum 
[657A] et uberius multiplicandum. Factus est nobis panis, qui cor hominis confirmaret; 
panis in cibo doctrinae panis in exemplo vitae, panis in omni dono spiritualis gratiae, 
panis in omni consolatione nostrae miseriae; panis vitam nostram sustentans, et in 
labore viae nos confortans, ut in ejus fortitudine perveniamus ad montem Dei Horeb.” 
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The ease with which Baldwin weaves together Eucharistic and 
incarnational images betokens the profound link his era sensed 
between the two. Turning to knowing Christ in the flesh, much 
could be said, but for our purposes three subthemes present 
themselves: salvation, meditatio, and devotio.  
 First, it is well known that the twelfth-century theologians 
saw clearly, as did their patristic forbearers, the crucial link 
between Christology and soteriology. In Cur Deus Homo, 
Anselm anchored his account of satisfaction in the classical 
paradigm: only one who was fully human should render 
satisfaction to God; only one who was fully divine could so 
satisfy. But it was not only satisfaction theories that required a 
Chalcedoninan Christology. The Premonstratensian Adam the 
Scot (d. ca. 1180) sounds several soteriological notes, under the 
heading of mediator, in his rehearsal of a one-person-two-
natures Christology, including intercession and assistance, 
compassionate identification and powerful remedy, imitation 
and fulfillment of desire:  
 
since one person is God and man, in that he is man, he intercedes for us; but 
in that he is God, he assists us. In that he is man . . . he is close to us out of 
compassion for our misery . . . in that he is God, when through the union of 
our nature assumed by him he is not far from us, he also confers on us an 
efficacious remedy. As man, he is what we imitate; as God he is what we 
desire. Yet . . . it is not one person and another of which we speak, but one 
and the same mediator of God and man, God and man, our Lord Jesus Christ 
(1 Tim 2:5).38 
 
In a similar vein, writing at the turn of the thirteenth century, 
Absalon of Springiersbach (d. 1203) argued that only divine 
power could heal human frailty, but only if God, “as an expert 
doctor,” assumed the “form of compassion, so that the suffering 
might be relieved”: 
 

 

 38 Adam of Dryburgh, “Sermo IV,” in Sermones (PL 198:119A-B): “in eo vero quod 
Deus, dum per unionem nostrae in eo assumptae naturae a nobis non remotus est, etiam 
[119B] efficax nobis confert remedium: in homine, quod imitemur; in Deo quod 
desideremus. Cum tamen non sit alius, et alius, de quo loquimur: sed unus idemque 
mediator Dei et hominum, Deus, et homo, Dominus noster Jesus Christus (I Tim. 2:5).” 
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For the form of majesty is terrible, and a sign of the exacting of vengeance; 
[but] the form of humility is a sign of tender compassion. And compassion 
flows naturally from the fount of the mercy of God; but vengeance comes 
forth from the justice of God, as if far away. And therefore the Son, who 
appeared in the flesh for the purpose of exhibiting compassion not 
administering vengeance, wished to show us more a humble than a terrible 
form.39 
 
The Benedictine Franco of Afflighem (d. 1135), for his part, 
sounds the patristic note of deification: “But marvelous and 
ineffable dignatio, incomprehensible to all understanding, that 
God would become man. . . . But why was this? So that, 
assumed by God, man might become God.”40 
 Second, twelfth-century theologians often cultivated a 
habitus of meditative theological thought, which might best be 
called meditative speculatio or speculative meditatio—a soul-
forming activity that at its best was a synthesis of what we now 
often distinguish as “Scholastic” and “monastic” theology.41 Not 
surprisingly, excellent examples of this, centered on the 
Incarnation and trading deeply, if sometimes only implicitly, on 
the classical paradigm, abound. Abbot Absalon of Springiers-
bach describes this Christological meditatio thus: 
 
The Word is said to have been made flesh, since the humanity of Christ 
nourishes and feeds in the likeness of flesh: for the conception, nativity, 
passion, resurrection, and ascension are so many morsels of that flesh, by 
which the soul is spiritually fed, as long as the faith of the nativity, passion and 
the others . . . is retained in the mind. That flesh, namely the humanity of 

 

 39  Absalon of Springiersbach, “Sermo VII,” in Sermones (PL 211:54B-C): “Sicut 
peritus medicus qui ad visitandum aegrotum ingreditur, formam assumit compatientis ut 
aeger relevetur. . . . Forma siquidem majestatis terribilis est, et signum exigendae 
ultionis. Forma vero humilitatis signum est piae compassionis. Sed compassio de fonte 
misericordiae Dei naturaliter procedit: ultio vero de justitia Dei tanquam [54C] a 
remoto provenit. Et ideo Filius qui non ad exercendam vindictam, sed ad exhibendam 
compassionem in carne apparuit, magis formam humilem quam terribilem nobis voluit 
exhibere].” 
 40  Franco Afflighem, De gratia Dei Libri XII (PL 166:743B-C): “Mira autem et 
ineffabilis atque omni sensui incomprehensibilis [743C] dignatio, ut Deus homo fieret. . 
. . Sed cur hoc? Ut a Deo assumptus homo Deus fieret.” 
 41 Boyd Taylor Coolman, The Theology of Hugh of St. Victor: An Interpretation 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 163-91. 
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Christ, as long as it is spiritually consumed, offers to us the taste and food of 
diverse kinds of flesh.42 
 
Such meditations often afford speculative theological insight. 
Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) is typical. In his The Steps of 
Humility and Pride, the great Cistercian makes adroit use of the 
classical paradigm to navigate the tricky shoals of divine and 
human suffering. Two texts from the Epistle to the Hebrews are 
his starting point: Hebrews 5:8, “[Christ] learned obedience 
from the things he suffered,” and Hebrews 2:16-17, “it was 
fitting that he should become like to his brothers in all things, 
that he might become merciful.” Bernard’s question is: How can 
we understand Christ learning obedience and becoming 
merciful?  
 
The blessed God, the blessed Son of God, in that form in which he did not 
think it robbery to be equal with the Father, was without doubt impassible 
before he emptied himself taking on the form a slave. Thus he had no 
experience of misery and subjection, he did not know mercy and obedience by 
experience. He knew by the knowledge natural to him, but not by experience. 
. . . [H]e came to take our form in which he could do what he could not do 
before, suffer and be subject to authority and learn by experience the mercy of 
a fellow-sufferer and the obedience of a fellow subject. . . . Therefore . . .  
there is no contradiction in saying that something he knew from all eternity by 
his divine knowledge he now began in time to learn by human experience. . . . 
You see, then, that Christ in his one Person has two natures, one eternal, the 
other beginning in time. According to one he knows all things eternally; 
according to the other there are many things he first experienced in the course 
of time. . . . [So] when I say he became merciful I am not speaking of the 
mercy that was his in the happiness of eternity; but of the mercy that sprang 
from sharing in our misery. . . . In the impassibility of eternity he had an 
infinite compassion for us, but we could never have fully realized it except for 
the Passion we saw him suffering. . . . He did not lose anything of his eternal 
mercy but he added a new note to it.43 

 

 42 Absalon of Springiersbach, “Sermo VIII,” in Sermones (PL 211:54D): “Dicitur 
etiam Verbum caro factum, quia nutrit et pascit humanitas Christi ad similitudinem 
carnis: et sunt morsus quidam istius carnis conceptio, nativitas, passio, resurrectio et 
ascensio, quibus anima spiritaliter pascitur, dum fides nativitatis passionis et caeterorum, 
quae diximus, mente retinetur. Ista caro, videlicet humanitas Christi, dum spiritaliter 
comeditur, carnium diversi generis nobis saporem et esum praetendit.” 
 43 Bernard of Clairvaux, De gradibus humilitatis et superbiae III.6-12 (The Steps of 
Humility and Pride, trans. M. Basil Pennington [Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian 
Publications, 1989], 34-41). 
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Of many possible observations, space allows one: For Bernard, 
the one-person-two-natures dogma not only negotiates the issue 
of divine impassibility, but also, perhaps more importantly, 
allows God’s humanity to be the revelation of God’s divinity: in 
the Passion, God’s human passibility reveals paradoxically 
God’s impassibile and infinite compassion. 
 Beyond speculative insight, though, Christological meditatio 
was also a source of endless intellectual wonder and amaze-
ment. Unabashedly, our authors revel in the kenotic mystery of 
divine self-abasement made possible by the union of the two 
natures in one person. After reveling in venerable paradoxes 
with deep patristic roots, paradoxes that only work in a classical 
Christological framework, Franco of Afflighem exclaims:  
 
How marvelous that God became man, that fullness emptied itself, that bread 
hungered, that power was weakened, that life died! Why? So that assumed by 
God, man might become God; that one emptying himself might fill up the 
empty; that one hungering might feed the famished; that one exhausted might 
strengthen the weak; that one who died might vivify the dead. Great full 
grace, marvelous worthiness, so great a self-emptying of so great a majesty. 
How do you suppose that immensity was emptied out into the most small and 
enclosed in the most pure womb of one little virgin? How was Omnipotence 
emptied out in the tender age of an infant, and into the impotence of his 
members. How was one singularly wealthy and alone self-sufficient emptied 
out: such that he who adorned the heavens in light is wrapped in swaddling 
clothes? How was that ineffable joy of the angels emptied out, when he wails 
in a cradle . . .? How finally was that majesty emptied out, which should be 
adored by the powerful and shuttered at by the mighty, mocked by sinners 
and smeared in the face with spit? But let no one think that there was an 
emptying out of the power of the divine majesty in the assumption of man, 
such that in our infirmity the omnipotence of God failed or was immune in 
some part of it. But rather let him so distinguish the properties of both natures 
united in the same person, that he understands the infirmity of man to be 
attributed to the divine God. [That emptying out therefore of the Son of God 
is to be believed to be nothing other than the administered hiddenness of the 
divine majesty in the Son of Man].44 

 

 44 Franco Afflighem, De gratia Dei Libri XII (PL 166:743B-744A): “Mira autem et 
ineffabilis atque omni sensui incomprehensibilis [743C] dignatio, ut Deus homo fieret, 
plenitudo se exinaniret, panis esuriret, virtus lassaretur, vita moreretur. Sed cur hoc? Ut 
a Deo assumptus homo Deus fieret, ut exinanitus exinanitos impleret, esuriens jejunos 
pasceret, lassus dissolutos confortaret, mortuus mortuos vivificaret. Magna plene gratia, 
mira dignatio tanta tantae majestatis exinanitio. Quantum putas exinanitus erat 
immensus brevissimo atque mundissimo unius virgunculae utero inclusus? Quantum 
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Typically medieval, carefully distinguishing the two natures 
united in one person facilitated, rather than hindered, edifying 
meditatio. 
 Such examples of Christological meditation could be easily 
multiplied; they reflect the sensibilities of the age. In the end, 
these practices not only fostered speculative insight, intellectual 
nourishment, and wonder; they also—and this was the goal—
moved faith to love, changed the water of theological 
speculation into the wine of spiritual devotio.  
 Perhaps nowhere is twelfth-century Christological devotion 
more evident than in allegorical interpretation of Scripture, 
which so captured the Middle Ages (and so repulses the 
modern!). Examples taken almost at random and easily multi-
plied: Rupert of Deutz’s claim that the wedding feast at Cana 
shows that the Incarnation is indeed what the Old Testament 
prophets and patriarchs prefigured: “that the two natures, 
namely the divine and the human, would converge in the one 
Christ”;45 Ivo of Chartres: “the two he-goats signify the two 
natures in Christ: the human, in which he suffered for our 
reconciliation, which the goat sacrificed for sin signifies; the 
divine, which the goat signifies, which . . . is sent alive into the 
desert, in which, leaving behind the ninety-nine sheep, the good 
                                                                                                                          

exinanitus erat Omnipotens, in teneris infantiae annis, et membris, etiam sui impotens? 
Quantum exinanitus erat ille singulariter dives, et solus sibi sufficiens: ut qui coelos luce 
induerit, pannis involutus sit? Quantum exinanitum [743D] erat illud angelorum 
ineffabile gaudium, cum in cunis vagiret, ac primi parentis aerumnae causam defleret? 
Quantum demum exinanita erat majestas illa virtutibus adoranda, potestatibus 
tremenda, a peccatoribus irrisa, ac facie sputis illita? Ne quis autem existimet ita 
exinanitam in assumpto homine divinae majestatis potentiam, quasi in infirmitate nostra 
omnipotentia Dei defecerit aut ex aliqua sui parte imminuta sit. Ita vero in eadem 
persona utriusque naturae proprietatem distinguat, ut infirma homini, divina Deo 
attribuenda intelligat. Ipsa igitur Filii Dei exinanitio nihil aliud esse credenda est [744B] 
quam dispensatoria in Filio hominis divinae majestatis occultatio.” 
 45  Rupert of Deutz, Commentaria in evangelium S. Joannis (PL 169:285A): 
“Nuptiae, inquit, factae sunt in Cana Galilaeae.” Hoc magnum et multis prophetarum 
praeconiis praenuntiatum, atque patriarcharum factis fuerat praefiguratum, quod duae 
naturae, divina scilicet et humana, conventurae essent in uno Christo.” According to 
Abigail Ann Young, the modern critical edition of Rupert’s commentary, Commentaria 
in euangelium sancti Iohannis, ed. Rh. Haacke, CCM 9 (Turnhout, 1969), “has been 
marred by typographical and other printing errors, so that it is still necessary to consult 
the older edition in PL 169.201-826” (Abigail Ann Young, “The Fourth Gospel In The 
Twelfth Century: Rupert Of Deutz on The Gospel Of John,” online at http:// 
chass.utoronto.ca/~young/text.html [accessed October 10, 2014]). 
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shepherd came to seek the one that was lost.”46 A text which 
often elicited Christological allegory was Isaiah 7:15: 
“[Emmanuel] will eat butter and honey, until he knows how to 
refuse evil and choose the good.”47 Abbot Absalon does what 
many did when he correlates the butter and the honey with the 
divinity and humanity of Christ: “Christ was made Emmanuel, 
that is, God with us, showing himself [to be] equally God and 
man: God, in as much as he ate butter by assuming human 
nature, and man, in as much as he ate honey by receiving the 
sweetness of divinity in himself.” 48  He then pursues the 
allegory: 
 
Therefore, just as in honey the divinity of Christ [is signified], so also in butter 
his humanity is signified. And perhaps by a fitting similitude is the human 
nature in Christ figured by butter. For butter is rich, suave, liquefied and 
nourishing. The richness of butter pertains to the mystery of his conception; 
sweetness to the humility of his nativity; liquefication to the bitterness of his 
passion; nourishment to the sacrament of our redemption.49 
 

 

 46 Ivo of Chartres, “Sermo V,” in De ecclesiasticis sacramentis et officiis ac praecepuis 
per annum festis Sermones (PL 162:554C): “Duo quippe hirci duas significant in Christo 
naturas: humanam, in qua passus est pro reconciliatione nostra, quam significat 
mactatus hircus pro peccato; alteram divinam, quam significat hircus, qui per hominem 
paratum, id est per seipsum mittitur vivens in desertum illud scilicet, in quo relictis 
nonaginta novem ovibus, bonus pastor unam venit quaerere, quae perierat (Lk. 15).” 
 47 On Richard of St. Victor’s Christological interpretation of this text, see Boyd 
Taylor Coolman, “Harmony of Similar and Dissimilar Things in Richard of St. Victor’s 
De Emmanuele,” in Transforming Relations: Essays on Jews and Christians throughout 
History in Honor of Michael A. Signer (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2010), 125-49. 
 48 Absalon of Springiersbach, “Sermo VII,” in Sermones (PL 211:51B): “et Christus 
factus est Emmanuel, id est, nobiscum Deus, Deum pariter et hominem se demonstrans, 
ut in eo quod Deus butyrum comederet naturam humanam assumendo, et in eo quod 
homo mel comederet, divinitatis dulcedinem in se suscipiendo.” 
 49  Ibid. (PL 211:49A-B): “Butyrum et mel comedet, ut sciat reprobare malum et 
eligere bonum (Is. 7). Quia tamen Emmanuelis nostri cibus spiritalis est, videamus quid 
significent ista fercula, [49B] quorum alterum, id est butyrum, de uberibus, reliquum, id 
est, mel, de floribus elicitur. Sicut ergo in melle Christi divinitas, ita et in butyro ejus 
humanitas significata est. Et congrua fortassis similitudine, per butyrum humana natura 
in Christo figuratur. Est enim butyrum pingue, suave, liquefactivuum et nutritivum. 
Pinguedo itaque butyri refertur ad mysterium conceptionis, suavitas ad humilitatem 
nativitatis, liquefactio ad amaritudinem passionis, refectio ad sacramenta nostrae 
redemptionis.” 
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The frequent use of metaphors of food and eating, as Caroline 
Walker Bynum noted long ago, was meant to facilitate spiritual 
devotion to and intimacy with Christ. On this score, Bernard’s 
friend and eventual fellow Cistercian, William of St. Thierry, 
sums up the point: 
 
Afterwards however, when faith becomes a movement of love, and they 
embrace Christ Jesus in the midst of their hearts with love’s sweet embrace, 
wholly man because of the human nature he took to himself, wholly God 
because it was God who took the nature, they begin to know him no longer 
according to the flesh, although they are not yet fully able to conceive of him 
in his divinity.50 
 
Here, loving devotion to the God-man begins a movement that 
begins with his humanity and moves toward and culminates in 
his divinity, a movement begun in this life but only completed 
in the next. 
 

V. TO KNOW CHRIST IN THE FATHER 
 
 With a slight shift in metaphor, the sensory language found 
in Richard of St. Victor’s account of Christological meditatio in 
this life could be deployed to speak of the Christological 
experience of beatitude in the next. Early in the period, Peter 
Damian (d. 1072) compared Christ’s two natures to the milk 
and honey of the Promised Land: 
 
For undoubtedly that is the land for which the blessed patriarchs and prophets 
longed, namely, that flowing with milk and honey. Milk, of course, flows 
from fleshly breasts, but honey comes from above. And, since the substance of 
the Lord’s body came forth from the womb of the Virgin, but the divinity 
descended from the paternal majesty, rightly the body of the Savior is called 
the land of promise. That land is said to flow with milk and honey, since in 
the body of our Redeemer is the true and sweet substance of the ineffably 
deity. For in him, as the Apostle said, dwells all the fullness of divinity bodily 
(Col 2); and again: God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 
5). To this land of the living he, who did not despise to tolerate the mortality 

 

 50 William of St. Thierry, Epistola ad fratres de Monte Dei 1.43.175 (Golden Epistle: 
A Letter to the Brethren at Mont Dieu, trans. Theodore Berkeley, O.C.S.O. [Kalamazoo, 
Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1980], 69). 
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of our land, deigns to lead us, where, in as much as we are fed by milk and 
honey, so we will be satisfied by the presence of our Savior and by the honey-
flowing sweetness of his divinity, he who forever lives and reigns with God 
the Father and with the Holy Spirit. Amen.51 
 
Deftly, Peter moves from the milk and honey of the literal Old 
Testament Promised Land, to the allegorical milk and honey in 
the Incarnation, and finally to the eschatological milk and 
honey of the next life. Throughout is the consistent pairing of 
the two natures, which Peter refuses to separate even in the next 
life. And, there is more than mere homiletical convention at 
work in the way the Christological vision expands and flows 
into the Trinitarian doxology, Christ’s humanity leading to the 
divinity he shares with the Father and the Spirit. Picking up this 
same image, while also invoking the venerable image of Christ 
the good shepherd, “who leads us into the true land of promise 
. . . which flows with milk and honey,” Richard of St. Victor 
elaborates on this eschatological dimension by linking the milk 
and honey of the promised land with this text from John’s 
Gospel: “we will go in an go out and find pasture” (John 10:9). 
By this he means that: 
 
we will go out through the physical senses, and we will find pasture in the 
milk of the humanity of Christ; we will go in through the rational senses, and 
we will find pasture in the honey of his divinity. In this, there will be eternal 
satiety, the fullness of joy which no one takes from us.52 

 

 51 Peter Damian, “Sermo II,” in Sermones (ed. E. Lucchesi, CCCM 57 [1983]; PL 
144:517B-C): “Illa nimirum est terra cui tum beati patriarchae atque prophetae 
suspirabant, lacte scilicet et melle mananti. Lac siquidem de carnis uberibus profluit, mel 
vero de superioribus venit. Et quia substantia Dominici corporis ex Virginis visceribus 
prodiit, divinitas autem ex paterna majestate descendit, recte corpus Salvatoris terra 
dicitur repromissionis. Quae nimirum terra lacte, simul ac melle fluere dicitur, quia in 
Redemptoris nostri corpore, et substantia vere et dulcedo est ineffabilis deitatis. In 
[517C] ipso enim, sicut Apostolus ait, habitat omnis plenitudo divinitatis corporaliter 
(Col. 2): et alibi, Deus erat in Christo mundum reconcilians sibi (II Cor. 5). Ad hanc 
viventium terram ille nos dignetur inducere, qui terrae nostrae mortalia non dedignatus 
est tolerare, quatenus sic ibi lacte et melle vescamur ut Salvatoris nostri praesentia et 
melliflua divinitatis ejus dulcedine satiemur. Qui cum Deo Patre, et Spiritu sancto vivit, 
et regnat per omnia saecula saeculorum. Amen.” 
 52 Richard of St. Victor, Sermo in die paschae (PL 196:1074A-B): “Et nos egredientes 
et ingredientes pascua inveniemus. [1074B] Egrediemur per sensum carnis, et pascua 
inveniemus in lacte humanitatis Christi. Ingrediemur per sensum rationis, et pascua 
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After making the same point, an anonymous Victorine secures 
the classical Christological logic behind the claim: 
 
For God is honored on this account: that in himself he will beatify the whole 
man; that the whole conversion of man will be toward God himself, that the 
whole love of man will be in God himself. For if the Creator of man is God, 
and God is not man, it would be God himself that is seen by the senses of the 
mind, but what the senses of the body perceive would not be God; and it 
would endure perpetual reproach in the senses of the flesh by the absence of 
the Creator, and it would always be wandering in poverty among creatures, 
and never attaining to its Creator. Therefore, lest the senses of the flesh in 
man carry that reproach perpetually, such that it would always rightly be 
asked of them, where is your God (Mic 7:10), never being admitted into the 
contemplation of its Creator, the Creator assumed flesh; which by the senses 
of the flesh, through the flesh, God would be seen in it, so that the food of the 
flesh would be milk in the contemplation of the flesh, that the food of the 
mind would be honey in the contemplation of divinity. And he will go out and 
go in and find pastures (Jn 10). External pastures in the flesh of the Savior, 
internal pastures in the divinity of the Creator. And the one Savior and 
Creator will be the one joy, both in the milk of the flesh and in the honey of 
the divinity.53 
 
 Despite the sharp distinction between physical and spiritual 
sensation in these texts, a deeper classical intuition is manifold. 
First, eternal beatitude is profoundly embodied—the bodily 
senses must be included, and they find their eternal fulfillment 

                                                                                                                          

inveniemus in melle divinitatis ejus. Ibi erit aeterna satietas, gaudium plenum quod 
nemo tollet a nobis.” 
 53  Anonymous Victorine author, Elucidationes variae in scripturam moraliter (PL 
177:523A-C): “Sic enim demum demonstrabitur nobis terra visionis a Domino, in qua 
ipse videbitur Dominus, quam in repromissionem posuit filiis, lacte et melle manantem: 
lacte in contemplatione [523B] humanitatis, melle in contemplatione divinitatis. 
Propterea enim Deus honorificatus est, ut totum hominem in se beatificaret, ut tota 
conversio hominis esset ad ipsum, et tota dilectio hominis esset in ipso. Si enim Creator 
hominis Deus esset, et Deus homo non esset, esset in ipso, quod sensu mentis videretur, 
sed quod sensu corporis perciperetur, non esset; et sustineret sensu carnis perpetuum 
opprobrium absentiae Creatoris, et esset in abjectionem semper oberrans in creaturis, et 
non attingens ad Creatorem suum. Ne igitur sensus carnis in homine opprobrium istud 
in perpetuum portaret semperque merito illi diceretur, Ubi est Deus tuus (Mich. 7), si 
nunquam ad Creator is sui contemplationem admitteretur, assumpsit Creator carnem; 
[523C] quae a sensu carnis in ipso videretur per carnem, ut carnis cibus esset lac in 
contemplatione carnis, mentis cibus mel in contemplatione divinitatis. Et egrederetur et 
ingrederetur, et pascua inveniret (Jn 10). Pascua foris in carne Salvatoris, pascua intus in 
divinitate Creatoris. Et Salvator et Creator unus unum gaudium esset et in lacte carnis, 
et in melle divinitatis. Quod, etc. Amen.” 
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in the vision of the humanity of Christ. This is itself a function 
of a twofold Christological insistence, namely, on the real 
assumption of the whole of human nature in the Incarnation 
and on the inclusion of the body in his resurrection, and, by 
derivation, the anthropological affirmation of a general resur-
rection of the body and its legitimate inclusion in eternal 
beatitude. Second, the beatitude of the spiritual/rational aspect 
of the human person is also ineluctably Christological. The visio 
Dei, as it is traditionally termed, is a visio of the divinity of 
Christ. Twelfth-century theologians consistently construed the 
beatific visio Dei in classical terms. It is the eternal vision of the 
God-Man, who, precisely because of his one-person, two-
natures composition, can be the beatifying vision of the whole 
person: God’s human nature seen by glorified physical eyes, his 
divine nature seen by glorified spiritual eyes.  
 But this insistence on a Christological beatitude harbors an 
even more fundamental principle. In John’s Gospel, Nathanael 
says to Jesus: “Show us the Father and it is enough for us” 
(John 14:8). Perhaps the most profound Chalcedonian intuition 
evident in the twelfth century is that only if Christ’s humanity is 
God’s own, only if the divine Word is the sole person 
hypostasizing the humanity of Jesus, can Jesus’ reply to 
Nathanael—“he who sees the Son sees the Father as well”—be 
justified. On this verse, Gerhoh of Reichersperg comments: 
 
the true humanity and true divinity suffices for my soul . . . the manna, the 
food of angels, suffices for it, whose taste is like honey and olive-oil bread 
[quasi panis oleati]; for the likeness of the most pure humanity with honey 
and with the oil of divinity is to be so tasted that from the two and in the two 
natures the one bread of Emmanuel is understood, in whom there is nothing 
more which the angels desire to look at, since beyond him there is nothing, in 
whom there is also the Father and the Holy Spirit, each of which is one God.54 

 

 54 Gerhoh of Reichersberg, Commentarius aureus in Psalmos et cantica ferialia (PL 
193:1495A): “Sufficiat animae meae veneno serpentino intoxicatae antidotum de vera 
humanitate veraque divinitate confectum, sufficiat ei manna cibus angelorum, cujus est 
gustus quasi similae cum melle vel quasi panis oleati, quia simila mundissimae 
humanitatis cum melle vel oleo divinitatis ita est sapienda, ut ex duabus, et in duabus 
naturis panis unus Emmanuel intelligatur, in quem, non ultra quem desiderant angeli 
prospicere, quoniam ultra ipsum nihil est, in quo et Pater et Spiritus sanctus est, quique 
unus Deus.” 
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For Gerhoh, as for many of his contemporaries, one finds “in 
the two natures” ultimately and beatifically “the one bread of 
Emmanuel,” a single fulfillment of every aspect of human 
nature. There is nothing more to see, nothing more even for the 
angels to desire, since in him “there is also the Father and the 
Holy Spirit.” This is what it means to know Christ in the 
Father: it is to know the Father, and indeed the whole Trinity, 
in and through the incarnate Christ. “Whoever has seen the Son, 
has seen the Father.” 
  

CONCLUSION 
 
 Writing at the end of this long century, a generation after 
Baldwin, William of Auxerre (d. 1231), secular master at Paris, 
brings Baldwin’s three modes of faith (of unity, union, and 
communion) together in a fitting conclusio, even as he inhabits 
the newly consolidated Scholastic ethos of the university. The 
inextricable twelfth-century linking of Eucharist, Christ, and 
Trinity is apparent in William’s treatment of the Trinity in his 
Summa Aurea.55 As he concludes, he poses a question that is 
only intelligible in light of this constellation: “Are the Father 
and Son . . . a singular bread?” What he means is: Is the 
Trinitarian “goodness and attractiveness and sweetness, which 
nourishes us,” a “single reality”?56 After all, does not “beatitude 
. . . consist in knowing the Trinity?” 57  Or, in light of the 
Incarnation, are there not “several breads,” an irreducibly 
manifold source of delight and refection, since the incarnate 
Christ “delights us in as much as he is God, but also in as much 
as he is man”?58 In response, William refuses the dilemma: “the 
Trinity . . . is a singular bread,” for “the human nature of Christ 
delights rational creatures because of its union with the divine 
nature”; through the Incarnation, we find refection and 

 

 55 William of Auxerre, Summa Aurea, ed. Ph. Pigouchet (Paris, 1500 and 1518 [repr. 
Frankfurt: Minerva, 1964]); ed. Fr. Regnault (Paris, 1500; Venice, 1591); ed. J. 
Ribaillier (Spicilegium Bonaventurianum, vols. 16-20 [Paris and Grottaferrata, 1980-
87]). 
 56 Summa Aurea I, tract. 8, c. 8, q. 3, a. 4 (Riballier, ed., 171.4-5). 
 57 Ibid. (Riballier, ed., 171.11-13). 
 58 Ibid. (Riballier, ed., 171.6-7). 
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nourishment in the single “goodness or suavity of God.”59 But 
posed strikingly (at least to us!) in terms of “bread,” the 
question is unmistakably Eucharistic. In Baldwin’s terms, it is by 
knowing “Christ in the Eucharist” that we know “Christ in the 
flesh” and thus come “to know Christ in the Father.”  
 So what should be said on the basis of this “sampling” of 
classical Christology in the twelfth-century? Though this era 
contains impressive examples of technical Christological 
analysis, deploying precise philosophical conceptions as would 
later, high Scholastics, what appears here is the deep sensibility 
of the epoch, which arguably provides the impetus and context 
for such Scholastic endeavors. What emerges in this “long 
twelfth century” might best be called a “Chalcedonian state of 
mind”—a hue, cast, or ambiance, which prompts these theo-
logians to do theology broadly in classical Christological terms, 
to forge and cultivate links between this dogma and others, the 
Eucharist and the Trinity, for example, and to pursue an 
integrated experience of all three. In the end, for these 
believers, the one-person, two-natures doctrine was not finally a 
puzzle to be solved or a problem to be resolved—though those 
aspects are not absent—rather, it offered a site for speculative 
meditatio, for deep theological exploration, that involved the 
pursuit of a precise intellectus fidei certainly, but also led on to 
wonder, marvel, and delight, as well as ultimately to praise, 
worship, and love. Fittingly, as the last word, Baldwin of Ford 
intones the Trinitarian, incarnational, and Eucharistic notes 
thus: 
 
God, who is goodness, whose substance is charity, whose essence is benignity, 
wishing to reveal his substance which is a sweet nature . . . sent his Son, the 
bread of angels, into the world: For God so loved the world, that he gave his 
only begotten son (Jn 3:16). . . . He himself alone suffices and satisfies every 
pious desire; and has in himself every delight and condiment, and all 
sweetness of taste.60 

 

 59 Ibid. (Riballier, ed., 171.15ff.). 
 60 Baldwin of Ford, De sacramento altaris (SC 94:564-66; PL 204:768C-D): “Deus 
qui bonitas est, cujus substantia charitas est, cujus essentia benignitas est, volens 
substantiam suam ostendere quam dulcis naturae est. . . . Filium suum panem angelorum 
in mundum, misit: Sic enim Deus dilexit mundum, ut unigenitum suum daret (Jn 3). . . . 
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Perhaps scholarly investigation of the long twelfth century 
should follow Baldwin by not sundering what he and his 
contemporaries united. 

                                                                                                                          

omnibus piis desideriis solus ipse sufficit et satisfacit; et habens in se omne 
delectamentum et condimentum, et omnis saporis suavitatem.” 
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HE TWO MOST influential paradigms in modern the-
ology concerning the relationship of grace to nature are 
at opposite extremes of the spectrum, and yet the ex-

tremes touch in their criticism of Thomism as it is exposited in 
the classical Dominican tradition. 
 On the one hand, there is the influential view of Karl Barth, 
whose radical vision of the extrinsic transcendence of grace to 
nature was paired with an equally radical—some would say 
dialectical—disavowal of any predisposition or potential in-
clination in human nature for the gift of divine life. On the 
other hand, there is the vision of Henri de Lubac in his 
Surnaturel, which charts out the idea of an inclination toward 
the supernatural inscribed in the human spirit from its creation, 
such that we are always and everywhere animated by a latent 
natural desire for the gratuitous gift of supernatural beatitude, 
the vision of God. One paradigm sees in man no natural point 
of contact (Anknüpfungspunkt) upon which grace might act to 
elevate him beyond his own natural capacities (such that grace 
must itself create in human nature the very conditions for its 
own reception).1 The other sees in man’s natural capacities an 
innate, we might say inherent, inclination toward divine life, a 
life that is provided by grace alone, such that man is an enigma 

 

 1 See Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/1, English trans. by G. W. Bromiley (London 
and New York: T & T Clark, 2003), 27-36. 

T
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or paradox of natural desiring for that which grace alone can 
disclose and resolve.2 
 There are nuances to the positions that both Barth and de 
Lubac developed on these matters over the course of their 
careers. Both paradigms, however, maintain important forms of 
opposition to the classical Dominican tradition, and not least 
because of the Aristotelian character of its interpretation of 
Aquinas on the matter of the final end of man. The Barthian 
paradigm perceives with distrust the attempt by Thomists to 
demonstrate a natural openness to God by way of the 
philosophical ascent to God through metaphysical analysis of 
created being and through a corresponding reflection on the 
natural final end of man as made in some real way for the 
contemplation and love of God.3 The other paradigm sees this 
same metaphysics and anthropology as, if not theologically 
illicit, then at least as potentially misleading, particularly as 
interpreted by figures such as Thomas de Vio Cajetan, Sylvester 
of Ferrara, and Domingo Báñez.4 The reason for this is that it 
risks formulating the notion of an autonomous human nature, 
knowledge of God, and natural beatitude that have their own 
rational integrity in distinction from (and therefore over and 

 

 2 Henri de Lubac, Surnaturel: Études historiques (Paris: Aubier, 1946), 231-60, 433-
34; “Duplex hominis beatitudo (Saint Thomas, I-II, q. 62, a. 1),” Recherches de science 
religieuse 35 (1948): 290-99; The Mystery of the Supernatural, trans. Rosemary Sheed 
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1998), 55-56, 140-66. 
 3 On Barth’s mistrust of the analogy of being as the “invention of the anti-Christ,” 
see Church Dogmatics 1/1:xiii, 40-42, 69, 119-20, 239-40; see also Bruce L. 
McCormack, “Karl Barth’s Version of an ‘Analogy of Being’: A Dialectical No and Yes 
to Roman Catholicism,” in Thomas Joseph White, ed., The Analogy of Being: Invention 
of the Anti-Christ or the Wisdom of God? (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2010), 88-
144; Bruce L. McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its 
Genesis and Development, 1909-1936 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
 4 See, for example, Surnaturel, 153-54. 174-75, 437; Mystery of the Supernatural, 
68-74, 157-59, 194. One can identify common themes in texts of Dominican 
commentators on Aquinas such as Cajetan’s commentary on STh I, q. 78, a. 1, n. 5 
(Leonine ed., 5:252); STh I-II, q. 3, a. 8 (Leonine ed., 6:36); Sylvester of Ferrara’s 
commentary on ScG III, c. 51 (Leonine ed. 14:140-43); Domingo Báñez, Scholastica 
commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (Valencia: Biblioteca de Tomistas Españoles, 
1934; pp. 248-51). Despite the nuances between these diverse thinkers, the conceptual 
continuity between them on this topic offers enough unity to form what might be called 
a theological “tradition,” followed in turn by subsequent Thomist commentators. De 
Lubac himself presupposes the existence of a conceptual continuity between these 
diverse authors, with whom he takes issue.  
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against) a uniquely supernatural explanation of the final end of 
man (the grace of the beatific vision) that alone explains the 
deeper meaning of the structure of human nature.5 By contrast, 
de Lubac is famous for claiming that human nature is ultimately 
unintelligible and existentially inexplicable except in reference 
to grace.6 He contrasts Cajetan the Aristotelian with Aquinas on 
this point. Cajetan argued—following Aristotle—that every 
nature is inclined to a proportionate natural end, while Aquinas 
saw that our human nature is naturally ordered toward the 
formally supernatural as such.7 It follows from Aquinas’s 
viewpoint that human beings cannot come to know their natural 
end by means of philosophical analysis or argument, but only 
through the medium of divine revelation, since it is a super-
natural mystery.8  
 We might note here the extreme difference between these 
two positions. While one side condemns the tradition of 
Aristotelian-inspired anthropology for its excess of ambition 
regarding natural knowledge and love of God, the other side 

 

 5 See, for instance, Surnaturel, 101-28, 226-92. 
 6 Mystery of the Supernatural, 54-55: “For this desire [for supernatural beatitude] is 
not some ‘accident’ in me. It does not result from some peculiarity, possibly alterable, of 
my individual being, or from some historical contingency whose effects are more or less 
transitory. A fortiori it does not in any sense depend upon my deliberate will. It is in me 
as a result of my belonging to humanity as it is, that humanity which is, as we say, 
‘called.’ For God’s call is constitutive. My finality, which is expressed by this desire, is 
inscribed upon my very being as it has been put into this universe by God.” Note that 
the call of grace is constitutive of human nature in concrete human history.  
 7 Ibid., 154-59. 
 8 Mystery of the Supernatural, 208-9: “But is the desire for the beatific vision really, 
in its full nature and force, able to be known by reason alone? This I do not believe. . . . 
I want to remain firmly within theology. I am not trying to establish a philosophical 
thesis, but to study a dogmatic thesis and all that it implies. . . . I do not say that the 
knowledge gained by reason of a natural desire, outside any context of faith, ‘proves 
strictly that we are called to the beatific vision,’ and that therefore we can naturally 
attain ‘the certainty that we have been created for that end’; on the contrary I say that 
the knowledge that is revealed to us of that calling, which makes us certain of that end, 
leads us to recognize within ourselves the existence and nature of that desire.” Note the 
claim here that the final natural end of man is the beatific vision as such, and therefore 
it cannot be known except by way of divine revelation. As Lawrence Feingold has noted 
(The Natural Desire to See God according to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters 
[Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2010], 307-9), de Lubac had changed his position on this 
point, arguing earlier in Surnaturel (467-69 n. D) that the supernatural end of the 
human person was in some sense philosophically demonstrable. I will return to the 
significance of this issue below.  
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condemns it for its inherent deficit or lack, since the natural 
inclination is seen to be ordered only to a naturally pro-
portionate end and not to supernatural beatitude as such. One 
side argues, then, that the Thomistic tradition cannot account 
sufficiently for the extrinsic transcendence of grace to nature 
while the other side claims that it does not account sufficiently 
for the intrinsic directedness of nature to grace. What these two 
specifically opposed extremes share by way of a common genus 
of presupposition is a conviction that the classical Thomistic 
tradition fails to safeguard a balanced sense of grace-nature 
extrinsicism and nature-grace intrinsicism. 
 In this essay I would like to argue that both these approaches 
have failed to perceive the balance and integrity of the Thomis-
tic grace-nature paradigm, and that its unique strength can be 
identified by way of the points of emphasis these other tradi-
tions seek themselves to safeguard, each in mutual opposition to 
the other. That is to say, Barthians attempt rightly to uphold the 
transcendence and gratuity of grace vis-à-vis all natural disposi-
tions or inclinations in human persons, while de Lubacians 
rightly wish to underscore the deeply congruent rapport of 
nature’s inner aspirations and the teleological promptings of 
grace, sealed within one concrete economic providence of God 
with respect to spiritual creatures. Both appeal to divergent 
extremes of Augustinian notions of grace: the sheer gratuity of 
salvation with regard to any human effort versus the theme of 
the restless heart that can only be healed and saved by grace. 
But both of these respective truths need to be corrected in 
correlation to each other and are capable of being harmonized 
precisely by recourse to a certain kind of philosophical reading 
of Aquinas regarding the final end of man. 
 In order to analyze and argue for this point of view, I will in 
this essay focus in particular upon Aquinas’s interpretation of 
Aristotelian contemplation of God via natural causes as a form 
of “imperfect natural happiness.” I will argue that by his 
treatment of the philosophical demonstrability of the imper-
fection of this form of happiness, Aquinas makes clear two 
corresponding points. First, the natural desire for the vision of 
God is a rational, philosophical desire and is distinct from the 
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hope for the beatific vision inspired by infused theological 
virtues, but just for this reason, the latter grace is not extrinsic 
to the former natural disposition and desire. Here Aristo-
telianism allows Aquinas to avoid a pure grace-nature ex-
trinsicism of the kind de Lubacians can rightly criticize in 
Barthians. Second, yet for this very reason (i.e., because a 
teleological openness to God is inscribed in our nature), the 
pursuit of our natural end is not indicative of any natural 
inclination toward the formally supernatural as such. Grace 
remains entirely transcendent of our natural powers, innate 
inclinations, and proportionate ends. Here Aristotelianism 
allows Aquinas to avoid a pure grace-nature intrinsicism of the 
kind Barthians might rightly be concerned about in the writings 
of De Lubac. Thomism is not an eccentric form of Catholic 
theological teaching with respect to the paradigm of grace-
nature orthodoxy. Rather, this form of Aristotelian-influenced 
Christianity is also deeply Augustinian: it stands at the core of 
the tradition and best articulates its diverse tensions in a 
congruent unity. 

 
I. AQUINAS ON IMPERFECT HAPPINESS AND  
ARISTOTELIAN-INSPIRED CHRISTIANITY 

 
What precisely Aristotle understands to be the perfect 

happiness proper to human nature is among the most his-
torically contested topics of ancient philosophy, subject to a 
subtle variety of interpretations.9 Nevertheless, despite all the 

 

 9 Denis J. M. Bradley offers a helpful introduction to the scope of interpretive 
problems of Aristotle on the subject of happiness in Aquinas on the Twofold Human 
Good (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1997), 369-423. 
See also Carlo Natali, The Wisdom of Aristotle (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 2001), who 
offers a helpful survey of contemporary literature. A classic interpretation that remains 
pertinent may be found in René Antoine Gauthier and Jean Yves Jolif, L’Éthique à 
Nicomaque: Introduction, traduction et commentaire (Louvain: Publications 
Universitaires de Louvain; Paris: Éditions Béatrice-Nauwelaerts, 1959), 1:26-88; 2:848- 
66, 873-99. For interpretations of Aristotle that stress the potential continuity between 
Aristotle’s own affirmations and Aquinas’s Aristotelianism, see Ralph McInerny, Ethica 
Thomistica: The Moral Philosophy of Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 
University of America, 1997), 12-34; Kevin Flannery, “Can an Aristotelian Consider 
Himself a Friend of God?” in Virtue’s End: God in the Moral Philosophy of Aristotle and 
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interpretive ambiguities, Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics 
(book 10) clearly identifies philosophical contemplation as the 
greatest source of happiness for the rational being that man is 
and interprets this happiness as the act of the highest human 
virtue, that of wisdom (book 6; see also Metaphysics 1 and 
12).10 It is for this virtue that the moral and political virtues 
exist and it is by it that human beings are turned toward the 
consideration of the highest truth, namely, that pertaining to 
the perennial reality of God and the separate substances. 
Consequently, happiness, for Aristotle, consists not only in an 
activity that we should desire for its own sake (the act of 
knowledge that comes by way of contemplation) but in an 
activity tending toward that which is most true and sovereignly 
good: the goodness of God himself. Happiness therefore has 
both a subjective element in the person who is happy and an 
objective element stemming from the beatifying reality that the 
person loves. That is to say, it is something within us that 
characterizes the immanent operation of reason, but it is 

                                                           

Aquinas, ed. Fulvio Di Blasi, Joshua P. Hochschild, and Jeffery Langan (South Bend, 
Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 2008), 1-12.  
 10 Nicomachean Ethics 10.7.1177a11-1178a8. “If happiness is activity in accordance 
with excellence [virtue], it is reasonable that it should be in accordance with the highest 
excellence; and this will be that of the best thing in us. Whether it be intellect or 
something else that is this element which is thought to be our natural ruler and guide 
and to take thought of things noble and divine, whether it be itself also divine or only 
the most divine element in us, the activity of this in accordance with its proper 
excellence will be complete happiness. This activity is contemplative” (1177a11-18). 
Note the allusion to the contemplation of the divine as the highest good of man. 
Aristotle interprets such speculative wisdom as the highest virtue in Nicomachean Ethics 
6.7.1141a9-1141b22. Similarly, in Metaphysics 1.1-2 wisdom is identified with the 
speculative knowledge of the highest causes and principles, namely, God and the 
separate substances. Aristotle returns to this viewpoint at the end of his inquiries, in 
Metaphysics 12.7 and 9, where he treats of the life of God as pure actuality and 
subsistent contemplation. The intellectual life of God is thus analogous to but also 
different from the act of human speculative understanding. See, for instance 
Metaphysics 12.7.1072b24-30: “If, then, God is always in that good state in which we 
sometimes are, this compels our wonder; and if in a better this compels it yet more. And 
God is in a better state. And life also belongs to God; for the actuality of thought is life, 
and God is that actuality; and God’s essential actuality is life most good and eternal. We 
say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good, so that life and duration 
continuous and eternal belong to God; for this is God.” Translations of Aristotle are 
taken from The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). 
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necessarily directed to something that transcends us which is the 
most noble ontological reality itself.11 

We can note at least three distinct goals that Aquinas has in 
mind when he comments upon Aristotle on this subject. First, 
he wishes to acknowledge the delineation of Aristotle’s own 
arguments as they are inherent to the logical progression of the 
Stagirite’s reasoning, beginning from his own first principles. 
This form of analysis is most expressly evidenced in Aquinas’s 
commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, but it is also adopted 
for his own argumentative use in many other settings, where 
Aristotelian arguments are employed with the presupposition 
that they have an integrity and lucidity of their own that has an 
enduring import.12 
 Second, Aquinas is concerned to show by way of his own 
reformulation of these arguments the truth of what Aristotle 
teaches, that the human being is naturally inclined to seek a 
given form of perfection and end that is proper to his rational 
nature and that this end is in some sense indicative of the kind 
of nature that the human being possesses, a human nature 
capable of happiness through the contemplation of God.13 
Certainly Aquinas follows Aristotle in arguing that there is a 
distinctly natural, philosophical wisdom proper to man that is 

 

 11 I follow on these points the interpretations of Sir David Ross (Aristotle [London: 
Meuthen; New York: Barnes & Nobles, 1966], 232-34), which are seemingly 
Christianizing but also eminently defensible. See more recently, Aryeh Kosman, 
“Metaphysics Λ, 9: Divine Thought,” in Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda, 307-26, ed. 
Michael Frede and David Charles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), especially 308-12. 
 12 For Aquinas’s analysis of Aristotle’s notions of happiness and contemplation, see 
most notably I Nic. Ethic., lect. 9-18 (Marietti ed., 103-223); X Nic. Ethic., lect. 9-12 
(Marietti ed., 2065-125). “[T]he highest of human activities is contemplation of truth; 
and this is evident from the two reasons by which we judge the excellence of activity. 
First, on the part of the faculty that is the principle of the activity. This activity is 
obviously the highest, as the intellect is the best element in us. Second, on the part of the 
object determining the species of the activity. Here too this activity is the highest 
because, among the objects that can be known, the suprasensible—especially the 
divine—are the highest. And so it is in the contemplation of these objects that the 
perfect happiness of man consists” (X Nic. Ethic., lect. 10 [Marietti ed., 2087]; trans. C. 
I. Litzinger, O.P. [Chicago: Henry Regnery Press, 1964]). Aquinas has recourse to the 
arguments found in these and other texts of Aristotle in the Summa contra Gentiles and 
the Summa Theologiae, a point I will return to below. 
 13 The idea is underscored especially clearly in ScG III, c. 37. See also STh I-II, q. 3, 
aa. 3-4; II-II, q. 180, a. 4. 
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the highest accomplishment of his human nature, whereby he 
can attain a unique form of happiness or beatitude that is 
superior to that achieved by way of the moral virtues, but which 
presupposes the latter as its base and foundation of support.14 
Philosophical wisdom and the happiness that accompanies it are 
not illusory and do reveal to us something profound about the 
inner character or essence of what it is to be human, something 
far from trivial and which holds true not only for non-
Christians who lack explicit revelation of God, but for 
Christians as well who, though children of God, also remain by 
nature rational human beings.15 In fact, one could rightly argue 
that, due to the grace they receive, Christians are more likely to 
uncover philosophically this natural potency for God that 
Aristotle himself rightly but only imperfectly identified.16 
 God, however, in this scenario is not understood in a strictly 
Aristotelian fashion but also according to the tradition of 
classical patristic and medieval Christian monotheism. Aquinas 
imports much of what Aristotle demonstrates metaphysically 
regarding God, while also expanding and altering the arguments 
in light of his own distinctive metaphysics of creation and 
creative analogical reflection on the names or attributes of 
God.17 Furthermore, it is certainly the case that the separate 
substances are not understood in an identical way in the two 
authors, as Aquinas reinterprets the doctrine of the contem-
plation of the living prime movers in light of the Christian 
doctrine of the angels, who are now understood in light of the 
metaphysics of the real distinction between esse and essence, the 
metaphysical composition that is the congenital sign of their 

 

 14 See STh I-II, q. 3, a. 5, which in turn references arguments from Nic. Ethic. 10.7 
and 8.  
 15 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 6. Aquinas analogously also speaks about the natural 
contemplation of God in angels in STh I, q. 56, a. 3.  
 16 Consider in this regard the suggestive texts of ScG I, cc. 4-5; STh I, q. 1, a. 1; and 
In Ioan. 17, lect. 2 (Marietti ed., 2195); lect. 6 (Marietti ed., 2265).  
 17 See the helpful, subtle analyses of the Christian reinterpretation of Aristotle in 
Aquinas’s metaphysics by Aimé Forest, La structure métaphysique du concret (Paris: 
Vrin, 1931), esp. 133-66; and by Jan A. Aertsen, Nature and Creature: Thomas Aquinas’ 
Way of Thought (Leiden and New York: Brill, 1987).  
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creation from nothing.18 Philosophical wisdom as a natural 
virtue exists for Aquinas, then, assuredly in continuity with that 
of Aristotle but reformulated within a Christian epoch and 
interior to a development of philosophy that is harmonious 
with Christian revelation. 
 Third, then, Aquinas reinterprets Aristotle’s notion of the 
natural human happiness that is attained by way of philo-
sophical contemplation of God. He does so in light of his 
Christian and Augustinian understanding of the grace of the 
beatific vision of God as the ultimate final end of man, a final 
end that transcends the limited happiness that human nature 
can procure for itself.19 He therefore argues, on the one hand, 
that the happiness procured by natural contemplation of God is 
something real, and that it is proper to man.20 On the other 
hand, however, he argues that as genuine as this form of 
happiness is, it is nonetheless constitutionally imperfect and 
open from within to a yet greater or more perfect completion, 
by way of the vision of God.21 The reason for this is that the 
soul of man is naturally animated by a desire for a yet more 

 

 18 The point is made forcefully in STh I, q. 3, a. 4; and I, q. 50, a. 2, ad 3. See the 
remarks on Aquinas’s angelology in relation to Aristotle’s theories of separate substances 
in Leo Elders, “St. Thomas Aquinas’ Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle,” in 
Autour de St. Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: FAC Éditions, 1987), 134-38.  
 19 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 4; I-II, q. 3, a. 8. 
 20 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 6, corp. and ad 1. 
 21 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 5: “[T]he last and perfect happiness, which we await in the life to 
come, consists entirely in contemplation. But imperfect happiness, such as can be had 
here, consists first and principally in contemplation, but secondarily in an operation of 
the practical intellect directing human actions and passions, as stated in Nicomachean 
Ethics X, 7, 8.” I-II, q. 3, a. 6: “[M]an’s happiness is two-fold, one perfect, the other 
imperfect. And by perfect happiness we are to understand that which attains to the true 
notion of happiness; and by imperfect happiness that which does not attain thereto, but 
partakes of some particular likeness of happiness. . . . Accordingly perfect happiness 
cannot consist essentially in the consideration of speculative sciences . . . the entire 
consideration of the speculative sciences cannot extend farther than knowledge of 
sensibles can lead. Now man’s final happiness, which is his final perfection, cannot 
consist in the knowledge of sensibles. . . . Consequently it follows that man’s happiness 
cannot consist in the consideration of speculative sciences. However, just as in sensible 
forms there is a participation of the higher substances, so the consideration of 
speculative sciences is a certain participation of true and perfect happiness.” 
Translations of the Summa Theologiae are taken from Summa Theologica, trans. English 
Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1920; repr. 1947). 
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perfect knowledge of God, a desire even, if possible, to see the 
essence of God immediately.22 
 Here indeed is where the complexity enters in, in the form 
of a series of questions which have received varying answers 
over the years. Does the natural desire for the vision of the 
essence of God as Aquinas understands it necessarily imply in 
the rational soul of man an innate inclination toward or 
orientation to the supernatural grace of the beatific vision? Or 
does it correspond instead to a natural desire for unmediated 
knowledge of the first truth that is proper to man’s rational 
faculties and therefore is it something philosophically dis-
cernible in prescinding from the consideration of the work of 
grace as such? Correspondingly, in arguing for the relative 
perfection of natural contemplative happiness and its relative 
imperfection in light of the desire to see God, does Aquinas seek 
to analyze contemplative happiness by means of philosophical 
arguments as such, or is his analysis of imperfect natural 
happiness formally constituted by theological reflection?  
 Answers to these questions depend in part upon how one 
reads de Lubac’s claims. There are good reasons to see in his 
arguments the affirmation of an innate natural inclination 
toward the grace of supernatural beatitude as such.23 If this is 
the case then Aquinas’s arguments regarding the final end of 
man and the imperfection of natural happiness pertain to the 
consideration of a theological mystery as such, one understood 
or known of only because of divine revelation, and which must 
remain transcendent of the natural powers of human reason. 

 

 22 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 8: “If the human intellect, knowing the essence of some created 
effect, knows no more of God than that He is, the perfection of that intellect does not 
yet reach simply the First Cause, but there remains in it the natural desire to seek the 
cause. Wherefore it is not yet perfectly happy. Consequently, for perfect happiness the 
intellect needs to reach the very essence of the First Cause. And thus it will have its 
perfection through union with God as with that object, in which alone man’s happiness 
consists.”  
 23 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 55: “My finality, which is expressed by 
this desire, is inscribed upon my very being as it has been put into this universe by God. 
. . . In other words, the real problem, if problem it is, involves the being whose finality 
is ‘already,’ if one can say so, wholly supernatural—for such is the case with us.” Ibid., 
76: “Upon this being he has given me, God has imprinted a supernatural finality; he has 
made to be heard within my nature a call to see him.”  
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Thus, like Scotus, Toletus and Soto before him, de Lubac 
understands there to be an innate natural inclination for the 
beatific vision inscribed in man, but one he can only know 
about by grace (thus understanding the teleological structure of 
his own nature fully only in light of divine revelation).24 The 
nature of the human being is in this respect an unintelligible 
paradox decrypted only by revelation in Christ.25 Denis Bradley, 
in keeping with de Lubac’s perspective, therefore argues that the 
critique Aquinas makes of Aristotelian natural happiness as 
“imperfect” is itself a merely dialectical argument regarding the 
limits of any non-Christian, naturalistic conception of human 
ends.26 What emerges from this treatment of the question is a 
kind of Blondelian reading of Aquinas: philosophy operates 
apologetically under the influence of theology, to show itself 
open from within to the specific aims of a higher science, that 

 

 24 For a helpful study of the history of this position, see Lawrence Feingold, Natural 
Desire to See God according to St. Thomas Aquinas and His Interpreters, especially 
chaps. 4, 10, and 14. De Lubac insists on the alignment of his views with the historical 
positions of Scotus, Soto, and Toletus, as his numerous citations of their positions in 
both Surnaturel and The Mystery of the Supernatural make clear.  
 25 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 167: “We are creatures, and have been 
given the promise that we shall see God. The desire to see him is in us, it constitutes us, 
and yet it comes to us as a completely free gift. Such paradoxes should not surprise us, 
for they arise in every mystery; they are the hallmark of a truth that is beyond our 
depth.” De Lubac is making a twofold claim here: (1) that we cannot be fulfilled in the 
innate tendencies of our natural inclinations except by a supernatural good and (2) that 
we cannot know this about ourselves except through faith in the supernatural revelation 
of Christianity. It follows from this that our deepest natural constitution and inclination 
is not discernible or ultimately intelligible except in light of faith and divine revelation. 
Were there natural arguments for this uniquely supernatural end, there would be the 
possibility of a purely rational demonstration of a revealed mystery, an idea that, as we 
have noted above, de Lubac unambiguously disavows in his later work.  
 26 Bradley, Aquinas on the Twofold Human Good, 395-404; 424-81. The radicality 
of Bradley’s views fully emerges at the end of the book (ibid., 514-34). “Is Aquinas’s 
argument for the endlessness [i.e., purposelessness] of human nature philosophically 
cogent? The Thomistic argument is ‘dialectical’: it begins with an Aristotelian tenet 
about nature, that a nature must be able to attain its proper end and satisfaction, but it 
demonstrates that, in fact, human nature cannot reach its own ultimate perfection or 
completion in any naturally attainable end. The conclusion of the Thomistic argument is 
not that man actually has a supernatural end but that human nature has no ultimately 
satisfying natural end and that unless a supernatural end (the vision of God) is possible 
and can be achieved men are creatures made ‘in vain.’ Human nature, so Aquinas 
reasons, has no satisfying end and, in that sense, no ultimate natural end; it is, in other 
words, naturally ‘endless’” (ibid., 520).  
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of divine revelation.27 The méthode d’immanence of Blondel 
was employed to demonstrate that certain philosophical ques-
tions, when pursued loyally, can only be answered theologically, 
and even reveal the hidden presence of grace evoking in 
philosophical reason an implicit search for the supernatural. At 
that point, as both Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange and John 
Milbank have rightly noted (with differing value judgments), the 
distinction of the natural and the supernatural begins to break 
down because there is no more specifically natural ultimate 
term of the human intellect.28 The natural question of human 

 

 27 The argument is particularly pronounced in Blondel’s thesis, from 1893. See 
Maurice Blondel, Action (1893): Essay on a Critique of Life and a Science of Practice, 
trans. O. Blanchette (Notre Dame, Ind.: Univeristy of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 357: 
“Absolutely impossible and absolutely necessary for man, that is properly the notion of 
the supernatural. Man’s action goes beyond man; and all the effort of his reason is to 
see that he cannot, that he must not restrict himself to it [i.e., natural reason]. A deeply 
felt expectation of an unknown messiah; a baptism of desire, which human science lacks 
the power to evoke, because this need is itself a gift. Science can show its necessity; it 
cannot give it birth. Indeed, if we have to found a real society and cooperate with God, 
how could we presume to succeed in doing so without recognizing that God remains the 
sovereign master of his gift and of his operation? A necessary admission, but one that 
ceases to be efficacious, if we do not call on the unknown mediator or if we close 
ourselves off from the revealed savior.” One should note that this conclusion is offered 
as the term of a philosophical argument. 
 28 See John Milbank, “The Suspended Middle: Henri de Lubac and the Debate 
concerning the Supernatural (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2005); Réginald 
Garrigou-Lagrange, De Revelatione (Paris: J. Gabalda; Rome: F. Ferrari, 1921), 1:125-
32. Interestingly, twenty-five years before Surnaturel was published, Garrigou-Lagrange 
restates the position of Blondel in terms that closely mirror later positions of de Lubac: 
“The new Apologists answer: our aspiration toward the supernatural order is not found 
in our nature as such, abstractly considered, but in man as he is established de facto and 
in the concrete with an orientation toward a supernatural end. For man in this world is 
not in a merely natural state but—even if he does not possess habitual grace or 
supernatural faith—he is preceded by and stirred up by actual grace that he might turn 
toward God the author of salvation. Nor is it necessary that the aspiration toward 
Christianity be perceived in one’s consciousness as properly supernatural in reference to 
his end. It suffices that we be conscious of our incapacity to fulfill the higher desires of 
the soul, and that we recognize that the fulfillment of these aspirations is found in 
Christianity. We can experience this restlessness according to the statement of St. 
Augustine, ‘our hearts are restless until they rest in thee’” (“Respondent novi 
Apologetae: aspiratio nostra ad ordinem supernaturalem non invenitur in nostra natura 
secundum se et abstracte considerata, sed in homine qualis de facto et in concreto 
conditus est cum ordinatione ad finem supernaturalem. Nunc enim homo non est in 
statu mere naturali, sed, etiam si non habeat gratiam habitualem nec fidem 
supernaturalem, praevenitur et excitatur a gratia actuali ut sese convertat ad Deum 
auctorem salutis. Nec necesse est aspirationem ad Christianismum conscientia percipi ut 
proprie supernaturalis est suo fine, sufficit ut simus conscii incapacitatis nostrae ad 
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happiness is philosophically unresolvable and terminates only 
when that same question attains to specifically theological forms 
of information. It is in becoming theology, we might say, that 
philosophical ethics attains some kind of resolution from its 
inherent restlessness and constitutional irresolution. 
 But is this true? One way of treating the question is to return 
to Aquinas’s treatments of natural contemplation of God as a 
form of imperfect happiness in the Summa contra Gentiles. By 
making a few precise observations we can offer an alternative 
and more classical interpretation of the question.  

 
II. A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT OF IMPERFECT  

AND PERFECT HAPPINESS 
 
 In book III, chapter 24 of the Summa contra Gentiles, 
Aquinas begins what is undoubtedly his most protracted 
treatment of human beatitude and the final end of human 
existence, “That to understand God is the final end of every 
intellectual substance.”29 This chapter prepares the reader for 
Aquinas’s treatment of happiness as he goes on in chapters 26-
36 to identify what ultimate human happiness does not consist 
in (pleasures of the flesh, honor, glory, riches, power, the goods 
of the body, the moral and artistic virtues, even the virtue of 
prudence). All of this is antecedent to his treatment of 
contemplation as happiness in chapter 37, where he argues that 
“the ultimate felicity of man consists in the contemplation of 
God.” He then in chapters 38-63 conducts an extensive 
treatment of what, ultimately, the most perfect contemplation 
of God consists in, approximately half of which deals with the 
grace of the beatific vision as the ultimate source of human 
                                                           

superiores tendentias animae implendas, et ut agnoscamus satisfactionem harum 
aspirationum in Christianismo inveniri. Possumus nostram inquietudinem experiri 
secundum illud S. Augustini: ‘Irrequietum est cor nostrum donec requiescat in te’” 
[Garrigou-Lagrange, De Revelatione, 1:130]). This resembles the affirmation of de 
Lubac that human nature only ever exists in a historical economy of grace in such a way 
that the human being is constituted in his or her “concrete” historical nature as ordered 
toward the supernatural end of grace. See de Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 54-56, 
76. 
 29 English translations of ScG III are taken from Summa contra Gentiles, trans. 
Vernon J. Bourke (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001).  
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happiness (chaps. 51-63). For our purposes, it is essential to 
focus not only on chapter 37, but also chapters 39 (“That 
human felicity does not consist in the knowledge of God gained 
through demonstration”) and 48 (“That man’s ultimate felicity 
does not come in this life”), for here we see Aquinas’s 
“Aristotelianism” in its most overt form, employed at the 
service of his Christian Augustinian conception of the final end 
of man. 
  In chapter 37 Aquinas argues that the ultimate felicity of 
man consists in the contemplation of God. Here indeed he 
employs a procedure of argument that is taken from Aristotle. 
On the one hand, the inferior goods (wealth, pleasure, honor, 
and even moral virtue and prudence) cannot account of them-
selves for the happiness of man. That which does is something 
proper to the human person as such: the contemplation of the 
truth. “Indeed, this is the only operation of man which is 
proper to him, and in this he shares nothing in common with 
the other animals” (para. 2). Therefore it is that to which all 
other goods and acts of virtue are ultimately oriented. Why is 
this? Speculative knowledge alone can make use of the other 
inferior, “relative” ends that are proper to our nature while 
directing them to their ultimate term (paras. 3 and 7). It has a 
directive and assimilative capacity that alone can subordinate all 
that is in the human person to that which is most specific to the 
human person.30 
 Second, as Aristotle also argues, this is a form of life that 
allows man to resemble in the highest part of himself that which 
is most noble in the order of being as such: God and the 
separate substances (paras. 4 and 5).31 Likewise, because this is 
the most interior of activities, it is that which is least subject to 
 

 30 ScG III, c. 37, para. 7: “In fact, all other human operations seem to be ordered to 
this one, as to an end. For, there is needed for the perfection of contemplation a 
soundness of body, to which all the products of art that are necessary for life are 
directed. Also required are freedom from the disturbances of the passions—this 
achieved through the moral virtues and prudence—and freedom from external 
disorders, to which the whole program of government in civil life is directed. And so, if 
they are rightly considered, all human functions may be seen to subserve the 
contemplation of truth.” The argument resembles the reasoning of Aristotle in Nic. 
Ethic. 10.7.1177b1-26. 
 31 See the similar reasoning of Nic. Ethic. 10.7.1177b27-1178a8. 
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the whims of external fate and threat from loss of external 
goods (para. 6).32 Lastly, the contemplation of the truth in 
question provides happiness due to the truth that is 
contemplated: 
 
it is not possible for man’s ultimate felicity to consist in the contemplation 
which depends on the understanding of principles [i.e., the habit of 
understanding], for that is very imperfect. . . . nor does it lie in the area of the 
sciences which deal with lower things, because felicity should lie in the 
working of the intellect in relation to the noblest objects of understanding. So, 
the conclusion remains that man’s ultimate felicity consists in the 
contemplation of wisdom, [and] only in the contemplation of God. (Ibid., 
paras. 8 and 9)33 
 
 Whether these arguments work or not depends in some sense 
upon the arguments that have preceded them: the idea that 
human happiness is a kind of activity,34 that it is an operation of 
an intellectual substance,35 that various forms of operations can 
be excluded as providing ultimate happiness,36 and so forth. 
Furthermore, there are anthropological claims that have been 
argued for in book II of the Summa contra Gentiles that 
seemingly are presupposed: that there are in human persons 
spiritual faculties of intellect and free will that imply an 
immateriality of form and which are therefore incorruptible as 
spiritual faculties,37 and that these are ordered toward the true 
and the good and capable of seeking the first truth and the 
absolute good.38 The order in which the claims are made is 
controversial, as is the validity of some of the arguments made 
along the way. However, whatever we make of all these claims 
and their order, there can be little doubt that the arguments 
Aquinas is employing in this chapter are of Aristotelian 
provenance. Clearly, in fact, almost all of them are found in 

 

 32 See the similar reasoning of Nic. Ethic. 10.8.1178a9-1178b7. 
 33 Cf. Nic. Ethic. 10.7.1177a15; Metaphys. 12.7.1072b25-26. 
 34 ScG III, c. 26. 
 35 ScG III, c. 25. 
 36 ScG III, cc. 27-36. 
 37 ScG II, c. 79. 
 38 See, for example, the theories of created intellect in Aquinas’s reflections on what 
is common to men and angels in ScG II, c. 91. 
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virtually identical form in books I, VI, and X of the Nico-
machean Ethics where Aristotle discusses the activity of happi-
ness, the virtue of wisdom, and the final end of contemplation, 
respectively. What is more, the same arguments can be 
identified in Aquinas’s own commentary on the Nicomachean 
Ethics, precisely at these points.39 In arguing that the natural 
final end of man is the happiness attained through the virtue of 
wisdom, that is to say, through the contemplation of God by 
way of natural knowledge of God, Aquinas is arguing philo-
sophically as a medieval Aristotelian, or in light of what he takes 
to be the truth that stems from perennially valid Aristotelian 
philosophical principles.  
 This is all said with respect to the relative perfection of 
natural happiness. What about its relative imperfection? Aquinas 
will argue for the insufficiency of the happiness procured by 
natural knowledge for human beings in chapters 39 and 48 of 
book III. Here in particular, Aquinas’s genuine creativity as a 
medieval philosophical developer of Aristotelian thought begins 
to shine through in acute ways. He self-consciously employs 
arguments or observations of Aristotle from the Metaphysics 
and the Ethics regarding the inherent instability and limitations 
of the felicity procured by natural knowledge of God in such a 
way as to move beyond the explicit arguments employed by 
Aristotle himself. In other words, Aquinas is seeking to analyze 
in Aristotelian terms the limits of the natural happiness of any 
created intellect so as to make room philosophically, so to 
speak, for the perfection of happiness that is granted by the 
beatific vision alone, which he will treat in chapters 51-63.40 

 

 39 See I Nic. Ethic., lect. 10 on happiness as an activity of man; VI Nic. Ethic., lect. 5 
and 6 on wisdom as speculative knowledge of divine things and the highest science; and 
X Nic. Ethic., lect. 9-13 on contemplation as the highest form of happiness.  
 40 The philosophical character of Aquinas’s arguments on this topic is emphasized 
helpfully by Adriano Oliva in “La contemplation des philosophes selon Thomas 
d’Aquin,” Revue des sciences philosophiques et théologiques, 96 (2012): 585-662, esp. 
631-41. Oliva’s erudite and important essay demonstrates conclusively by a thorough 
analysis of numerous texts that Aquinas affirmed unambiguously the existence of a 
philosophical contemplation of God, which is naturally perfective of the human 
intellect. Furthermore, Oliva argues convincingly that the text of ScG III, c. 48 has a 
philosophical character, even if the argument is used eventually to demonstrate the 
fittingness of the philosopher’s receptivity to supernatural revelation. The historical 
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 In chapter 39, then, we find Aquinas arguing for the 
imperfection of human happiness procured from the knowledge 
of God attained “by way of demonstration” (i.e., through the 
philosophical virtue of wisdom). The seven arguments he 
enunciates here have all to do in some way with the inevitable 
potency for perfect knowledge in human reason that remains 
nonactualized or inoperative, even once philosophical demon-
strative knowledge of God and his attributes has been attained. 
The first argument is based upon the very form of the 
knowledge of God attained through philosophical demon-
strations. Following Aristotle, Aquinas argues that this knowl-
edge employs a posteriori forms of demonstration: it begins 
from effects that we know directly in order to infer the 
necessary existence of a transcendent cause of those effects that 
we do not know directly.41 But in this case we can say only that 
God is and what God is not, since he is not like the effects that 
depend upon him: 
 
[W]e reach a proper knowledge of a thing not only through affirmations but 
also through negations. . . . But there is a difference between these two modes 
of proper knowledge: through affirmations, when we have a proper 

                                                           

context is that of the dialogue between the theologians and the faculty of arts at the 
University of Paris, with Aquinas attempting to refute Averroist interpretations of 
Aristotle while trying to show that philosophical argument at its summit, by its own 
lights and principles, can detect reasons for being open to the mystery of divine 
revelation. Sacra doctrina is respectful, then, of the integral reflections of sound 
philosophy and can assimilate the latter without violence to the integrity of philosophy 
as a discipline. “The ‘philosophical’ doctrine elaborated by Aquinas presupposes that 
reason by means of creatures might aim toward the contemplation of God [in himself] 
and that it can attain even to the affirmation that such contemplation [of God in se] is 
possible, but above all this philosophical contemplation implies that the first cause 
should fittingly reveal itself and unite itself to the creature” (ibid., 639-40). Oliva’s 
interpretation of the natural desire for God in Aquinas contrasts in various respects with 
the one offered in this essay. Oliva does avidly defend de Lubac’s interpretation of 
Aquinas on this topic. Nevertheless, because he underscores strongly the philosophical 
mode of demonstration in Aquinas’s argument, Oliva seems to me to differ significantly 
from de Lubac.  
 41 This is the point Aquinas is famous for making later on in STh I, q. 2, aa. 1-2, 
regarding the “demonstrative arguments” for the existence of God, where he 
distinguishes his own approach from that of Anselm’s Ontological Argument. Aquinas’s 
demonstrations seek to move from created effects to their hidden cause (God), while 
Anselm argues that one can infer the very necessity of the existence of God from the 
conceptual definition of God (a view Aquinas rejects). See on this point, Rudi te Velde, 
Aquinas on God (Aldershot, U.K.: Ashgate, 2006), 37-48.  
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knowledge of a thing, we know what the thing is, and how it is separated 
from others; but through negations, when we have a proper knowledge of a 
thing, we know that it is distinct from other things, yet what it is remains 
unknown. Now this is the proper knowledge that we have of God through 
demonstrations. Of course, this is not sufficient for the ultimate felicity of 
man.42  
 
Aquinas gives a list of names of God that are based primarily 
upon negative knowledge by comparison with creatures: He is 
“immutable, eternal, incorporeal, altogether simple, one,” and 
so on.43 Here Aquinas’s Dionysian apophaticism is undergirded 
by his Aristotelian approach to the knowledge of the divine. 
Due to its indirect and mediated character, the knowledge we 
have of God in this life is primarily negative in character. But in 
this case, because this knowledge is so deeply imperfect and 
radically indirect, the happiness it procures, while real, is also 
fundamentally incomplete. Such knowledge leaves the potential 
of the intellect for beatifying knowledge of God only im-
perfectly actuated. 
 The other arguments employed in chapter 39 are congruent 
with the former one: the knowledge of God attained by means 
of demonstration is difficult and most men are unable to attain 
to it in the course of their lives (para. 2). The history of thought 
shows that different philosophers discover different truths about 
the divine. Thus any one thinker’s understanding should be seen 
to remain in potency to a further perfection (para. 3).44 Such 
knowledge can co-exist with admixture of errors and with other 
forms of unhappiness and is consequently imperfect (para. 4). 
This form of knowledge, because of its difficulty, is tinged with 
uncertainties of various sorts indicative of an imperfect form of 
knowledge (para. 5). It is a form of knowledge that leaves us 
still hoping (restlessly) for yet greater knowledge and con-

 

 42 ScG III, c. 39, para. 1.  
 43 Ibid. 
 44 ScG III, c. 39, para. 3: “But this sort of knowledge of God, acquired by way of 
demonstration, still remains in potency to something further to be learned about God, 
or to the same knowledge possessed in a higher way, for later men have endeavored to 
add something pertinent to divine knowledge to the things which they found in the 
heritage of their predecessors. Therefore, such knowledge is not identical with ultimate 
felicity.”  
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sequently is imperfect (para. 6). Knowledge through habitual 
consideration of various objects, such as is inevitable to human 
nature in this life, is necessarily of such a kind as to leave a 
spiritual well of nonactualized potency in remainder, so long as 
we are considering one object alone and not another that we 
could be considering alternatively. Therefore the forms of 
knowledge we enjoy in this life by means of abstraction and 
habitual rational reflection, however noble, simply cannot 
actualize all the potency of the intellect as such (para. 7).45 
 In chapter 48 Aquinas argues that man’s ultimate felicity 
does not come about in this life. Here, again, he employs 
Aristotelian arguments in view of trans-Aristotelian ends. The 
chapter contains several arguments, but a number of them in 
particular appeal directly to observations from Aristotle himself 
in order to argue that the imperfect happiness of this life cannot 
be considered the most ultimate resting place of the natural 
desire for the contemplation of God. The first of these (in para. 
3) appeals to book I of the Nicomachean Ethics (1.10.1100b5). 
Aristotle notes that an initially evident characteristic of 
happiness would seem to be its stability and rest, and the fact 
that it is impervious to potential turns of bad fortune. But as 
Aquinas notes, no contemplative happiness procured by this life, 
however perfect, is entirely impervious to the sadness stemming 
from bad fortune. Second (in para. 4), Aquinas appeals to book 
X of the Nicomachean Ethics (10.7.1177a11), where Aristotle 
claims that happiness consists of perfect operation in accord 
with the highest virtue. But as Aquinas notes, the virtue of 
speculative wisdom is attained only at the term of a long ascent, 
with great difficulty, and lasts only for the short time of one’s 
older age in life. Therefore it is not a perfect, that is, enduring 

 

 45 ScG III, c. 39, para. 7: “Now, our intellect is in potency to all intelligible objects, 
such as was explained in Book II (c. 47). But two intelligible objects can exist 
simultaneously in the possible intellect, by way of the first act which is science, though 
perhaps not by way of the second act which is consideration. It is evident from this that 
the entire potency of the possible intellect can be reduced to act at one time [in 
principle]. So, this is required for its ultimate end which is felicity. But the aforesaid 
knowledge of God which can be acquired through demonstration does not do this, 
since, even when we possess it, we still remain ignorant of many things. Therefore, such 
knowledge of God is not sufficient for ultimate felicity.” 
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and stable, form of happiness. Third, Aristotle observes in book 
II of the Nicomachean Ethics (2.6.1106b24) that even in the 
virtuous man, there is at times the passionate impulse that 
causes him to overstep the mean of virtue. In noting this (para. 
5), Aquinas is making an implicit reference to the truth of the 
fallen character of human existence and to the inevitability of 
occasional grave sin even in the virtuous pagan, if that person 
be without the implicit recourse to the help of grace.46 But 
serious sin, in however noble a soul, is necessarily a cause of 
sadness and so Aristotle himself philosophically alludes to the 
precariousness of happiness in every human being in this world, 
including those who strive to be virtuous. 
 Fourth, Aquinas offers an argument (in para. 9), that he 
articulates elsewhere, and that he presumes to be taken directly 
from book I of the Nicomachean Ethics (1.10.1101a14-20). 
Aristotle there argues that human beings only attain to 
happiness by way of internal virtues, but in dependence upon 
certain external goods that support a life of virtue. Even if we 
live in amenable circumstances at a particular time, this stability 
is relative and depends upon precarious external circumstances. 
As the future unfolds, there is the possibility of bad fortune 
undermining our human happiness. So even in the midst of the 
speculative contemplation of the highest realities and our 
practice of ennobling moral virtues, an inherent fragility 
remains endemic to the human situation. Consequently, the 
highest contemplative happiness that nature affords is attained 
by human persons only imperfectly, and in a less perfect way 
than in the higher intelligences, namely, God and the separate 
substances. According to Aquinas, this is why Aristotle says that 
human persons can attain some form of happiness, but only in 
their manner as men: imperfect in comparison to the immaterial 
realities they seek to imitate.47 

 

 46 See in particular STh I-II, q. 109, a. 8: “Whether man without grace can avoid 
sin?” On the notion of pagan virtue in Aquinas, see the exchange between Brian J. 
Shanley, “Aquinas on Pagan Virtue,” The Thomist 63 (1999): 553-77; and Thomas M. 
Osborne, Jr., “The Augustinianism of Thomas Aquinas’s Moral Theory,” The Thomist 
67 (2003): 279-305. 
 47 Nic. Ethic. 1.10.1101a14-20: “Why then should we not say that he is happy who 
is active in conformity with complete excellence and is sufficiently equipped with 
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 Interestingly Aquinas speaks both here (in para. 9) and in the 
Summa Theologiae (I-II, q. 3, a. 6) of the natural virtue of wis-
dom as an imperfect “participation” in the beatitude of heaven. 
Participation language is generally eschewed by Aristotle 
because he associates this language with that of the forms of 
Plato.48 However, Aquinas is seeing rightly that Aristotle himself 
saw philosophically that there must exist a more perfect form of 
contemplative happiness in the higher life of God and the 
separate substances, one which we seek to imitate and that we 
gravitate toward in natural contemplation of God.49 
 We can complete these observations by noting briefly one 
more Aristotelian form of argumentation, employed by Aquinas 
in chapter 50, where he argues “that the natural desire of 
separate substances does not come to rest in the natural 
knowledge which they have of God.” Here (in para. 3 and 4), 
he employs arguments for the imperfection of natural 
knowledge in any creaturely intellect. These arguments are 
drawn from Aristotle’s Metaphysics (1.2.982b12) and his 
Posterior Analytics (2.1.89b22). The first argument given here is 
based on the observation from the text in the Metaphysics that 
all men desire by nature to know, and that they seek knowledge 
of causes. In other words, the work of creaturely intellectual life 
is to explore causes, passing from effects to the origination of 
those effects. 
 

                                                           

external goods, not for some chance period but throughout a complete life? . . . 
Certainly the future is obscure to us, [and yet] happiness, we claim, is an end and 
something in every way final. If so, we shall call blessed those among living men in 
whom these conditions are, and are to be, fulfilled—but blessed men.” ScG III, c. 48, 
para. 9: “For, in regard to the full understanding of truth, men can attain it only 
through enquiry, and they are utterly deficient in regard to objects which are most 
intelligible in their nature. . . . And so, felicity in its perfect character cannot be present 
in men, but they may participate somewhat in it, even in this life. . . . Hence [Aristotle] 
in Nic. Ethics I, where he asks whether misfortunes take away happiness, having shown 
that felicity consists in the works of virtue which seem to be most enduring in this life . . 
. concludes that those men for whom such perfection in this life is possible are happy as 
men, as if they had not attained felicity absolutely, but merely in human fashion.” 
 48 See Aristotle’s criticisms of the Platonic theory of forms in Nic. Ethic. 1.6; 
Metaphys. 12.3-5.  
 49 See on this point Oliva, “La contemplation des philosophes selon Thomas 
d’Aquin,” 638-39. 
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Therefore, the desire to know, which is naturally implanted in all intellectual 
substances, does not rest until, after they have come to know the substances of 
the effects, they also know the substance of the cause. The fact then, that 
separate substances know that God is the cause of all things whose substances 
they see, does not mean that natural desire comes to rest in them, unless they 
also see the substance of God Himself. (Para. 3) 
  
 The second argument recasts this observation in terms of the 
text from the Posterior Analytics. Here Aristotle pairs up the 
four basic scientific questions that characterize human inquiry. 
Asking “whether something is the case” (factually) is paired by 
Aristotle with the question “why it exists.” Likewise the 
question “if something in particular exists” is related to asking 
“what that something is.” If something is the case, we ask why it 
is so. If something exists, we ask what it is. Aquinas goes on to 
comment:  
 
Now, we observe that those who see that something is so naturally desire to 
know why. So, too, those acquainted with the fact that something exists 
naturally desire to know what this thing is, and this is to understand its 
substance. Therefore, the natural desire to know does not rest in that 
knowledge of God whereby we know merely that He is. (Para. 4) 
 
Rather, our intellect aspires naturally by virtue of the fact that it 
knows that God exists, to know what he is—that is to say, to 
see him as he is in himself. 
 In both these arguments from chapter 50, the Augustinian 
theme of the inherent restlessness of the natural desire of the 
created intellect is given an Aristotelian philosophical 
articulation.50 The inherent (we might say intrinsic) inclination 
of the intellect for the immediate knowledge of God is rooted in 
the natural desire to know the cause, not only through the 
mediation of the effects of the cause, but also in itself. This 
inclination is manifested through an express desire of human 
nature, one that springs naturally from the knowledge of God 

 

 50 The theme of the restless heart in Augustine can be interpreted in two ways: in 
relation to the dynamic natural tendency of reason to seek the knowledge of the first 
cause, and in terms of the operations of the human soul under the effects of infused 
grace. Here I am considering only the first idea, in accord with Aquinas’s clearly 
philosophical manner of argumentation in  ScG III.  
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that is proper to angelic and human natures. The imperfect 
character of our natural knowledge of God, then, is not only a 
certain kind of beatitude that truly does perfect human nature. 
It is also precisely because of its relative perfection, and 
therefore corresponding imperfection as an end, the necessary 
occasion for the rendering explicit of a desire for a yet higher 
perfection of knowledge. This higher end is indeed one that 
nature cannot procure for itself.51 Therefore, the natural desire 
for the immediate knowledge of God is inscribed in us by 
nature insofar as we are innately ordered toward the search for 
the truth about causes and are capable of indirect, mediated 
knowledge of the first cause. For this same reason we are 
capable of an inefficacious desire for a knowledge of God that is 
immediate, one that surpasses our human powers and that our 
native capacities cannot procure. That is to say, we are naturally 
capable of the desire to see God. 
  

III. A THEOLOGICAL TREATMENT OF IMPERFECT  
AND PERFECT HAPPINESS 

 
 Despite the suspicions one might have to the contrary, there 
can be little question that the form of argumentation employed 
by Aquinas in the above-mentioned chapters of book III of the 
Summa contra Gentiles is in fact philosophical and rational in 
nature and not one that is derived directly or immediately from 
revealed first principles as such, nor from Christian theology. 
Apart from the internal logic of the arguments themselves 
(which are based upon Aristotelian principles), this is evident 
from the context in which they are employed. It is true that the 
arguments presume the awareness of the givens of revealed 
faith. However, Aquinas frames such arguments, not to clarify 
views of dogmatic theology per se, but to show from principles 
of Aristotelian natural reason that various rational (properly 
philosophical) objections to the Christian revelation of the 

 

 51 Aquinas offers quite clear arguments to this effect in ScG III, c. 52: “That no 
created substance can, by its own natural power, attain the vision of God in his 
essence.” 
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beatific vision are themselves philosophically untenable.52 These 
objections sprang from the Latin Averroism of Aquinas’s time, a 
form of rationalist Aristotelianism that sought to oppose the 
natural final end of man to his purported Christian end, to 
oppose Aristotelian ethics and Augustinian teleology. So it is 
often thought that Siger of Brabant and Boethius of Dacia, in 
particular, argued that human happiness consists of a natural 
union of the human philosopher with the agent intellect of the 
separate substances and God: effectively a kind of natural 
philosophical contemplation of the separate substances. This 
Averroist stance was eventually criticized in the Parisian 
condemnations of Aristotelian rationalism in 1277.53 It is clear 
that Aquinas is arguing against just such a position in book III of 
the Summa contra Gentiles, chapters 41-45.54 
 

 52 Writing on this section of ScG III, Oliva remarks: “It is important to note that the 
arguments which ground the reasoning of Thomas are borrowed explicitly from the 
Philosopher, as if to underscore that he conceives of his reasoning as a coherent 
extension of the Aristotelian doctrine” (“La contemplation des philosophes selon 
Thomas d’Aquin,” 636). 
 53 See Dag Nikolaus Hasse, “Influence of Arabic and Islamic Philosophy on the Latin 
West,” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ 
arabic-islamic-influence/): “In 1277, several philosophical theses concerning human 
happiness and the good life were condemned: that happiness is to be had in this life and 
not in another (art. 176), that there is no better state (of life) than studying philosophy 
(art. 40). These articles are apparently directed at masters of arts at the university of 
Paris, among them Siger of Brabant and Boethius of Dacia. As we know from fragments 
of Siger's treatise On Happiness (De felicitate), he embraces Averroes' thesis that all 
intellects are made blessed through the conjunction with the active intellect. In Siger's 
interpretation, human beings in such a state think God by an intellection which is God 
himself. There are many indications that Siger was convinced that the knowledge of the 
separate substances and thus the attaining of human happiness is possible in this life. 
Boethius of Dacia is also convinced that human happiness can be reached in this life, 
which is a happiness proportioned to human capacities, whereas the highest kind of 
happiness as such is reserved to the afterlife (in his treatise De summo bono). Boethius 
appears to be inspired by Arabic theories of intellectual ascension, but does not endorse 
a theory of conjunction, as does Siger. His conviction that the philosopher's life is the 
only true life echoes the very self-confident and elitist stance taken by the major Arabic 
philosophers.” 
 54 On Latin Averroism at the time of Aquinas, see Fernand Van Steenberghen, 
Introduction à l’étude de la philosophie medievale (Louvain: Publication Universitaires; 
Paris: Beatrice-Nauwelaerts, 1974), 531-54. See more recently Jörn Müller, “Duplex 
beatitude: Aristotle’s Legacy and Aquinas’ Conception of Human Happiness,” in 
Aquinas and the Nicomachean Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 
52-71. Müller shows how Aquinas wishes to interpret Aristotle to show philosophically 
that any happiness afforded by indirect knowledge of God, while real, is imperfect, and 
therefore inherently open to the perfect happiness made possible by the supernatural 
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 How does Aquinas treat this question, meanwhile, in an 
unambiguously theological context? In other words, does he 
employ the Aristotelian philosophical arguments we have been 
studying above within a specifically doctrinal theological con-
text, and if so, why? Toward this end, we should consider 
briefly two related texts in the Summa Theologiae. The first of 
these is question 12, article 1 of the Prima pars, where Aquinas 
considers philosophical objections to the possibility of the vision 
of God in a specifically theological context. The second is 
question 3, article 6 of the Prima secundae, where Aquinas 
considers the imperfect character of natural contemplative 
happiness in comparison with the beatific vision that is 
promised in faith. 
 The first text (STh I, q. 12, a. 1) asks, “Whether any created 
intellect can see the essence of God.” The objections that 
Aquinas notes stem in large part from reasonable claims 
regarding the transcendence of God with respect to the human 
intellect. God is infinite (obj. 2), surpasses the intelligibility of 
all created existents (obj. 3), and thus surpasses the 
proportionate range of human understanding that is native to 
the creaturely intellect of man (obj. 4). The arguments are not 
unreasonable. Aquinas responds with two arguments, the first of 
which is theological (based upon the premises of faith in divine 
revelation) and the second of which is philosophical. The first is 
based upon the auctoritas of the sed contra in the article: “We 
shall see him as He is” (1 John 2:2). Revelation teaches us that, 
by the grace of Christ’s paschal mystery, we are called to the 
vision of God. Commenting on this, Aquinas explains that the 
pure actuality of God is what is most intelligible in itself, even if 
this superabundant intelligibility naturally transcends the native 
power of understanding of every created intellect. Yet the 
human intellect is created to seek to understand what is most 
intelligible in itself and to acquire beatitude or happiness 
through the stable possession of knowledge of this object. 

                                                           

grace of vision. He does so not only in contrast to Averroist positions, but also in part in 
contrast to the reading of the Nicomachean Ethics offered by Albert the Great, who did 
not seek to identify in Aristotle a rational foundation for the argument that man has a 
natural desire to see the essence of God.  
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Consequently, if the human intellect is ordered toward 
happiness by way of the knowledge of God (which revelation 
says it is), then this same intellect would lack some inherent 
actuation and perfection of happiness were it not to come to see 
God face to face. Therefore, theologically, it is fitting to 
understand the beatific vision as the supernatural end of man.  
 Aquinas goes on in this same article, however, to say that the 
objections of the article are also contrary to reason, and here he 
repeats an argument similar to that which we saw in the Summa 
contra Gentiles (ScG III, c. 50, paras. 3 and 4), based upon the 
Metaphysics (1.2) and the Posterior Analytics (2.1): 
 
For there resides in every man a natural desire to know the cause of any effect 
which he sees; and thence arises wonder in men. But if the intellect of the 
rational creature could not reach so far as to the first cause of things, the 
natural desire would remain void. 
 
What is Aquinas saying here? Clearly he is referring to philo-
sophical premises, as he says himself, and yet at the same time 
he is arguing in view of a theological revealed truth, represented 
by the citation of the First Letter of John in the sed contra. Is he 
attempting to prove by natural reason a doctrine of faith—one 
that we are given to know uniquely by revelation? Does he 
really think that philosophical reason can demonstrate the 
existence of a revealed mystery? This seems unlikely, since he is 
quite clear about the fact that the mystery of the Trinity cannot 
be known by any effort of unaided natural reason, and since the 
vision of the Holy Trinity does in fact constitute the final 
supernatural end of man.55 Consequently, it seems that one of 
two possibilities must obtain in this case. (1) A theologian 
 

 55 Most notably, Aquinas is explicit about the fact that the principles of revealed faith 
can only be known by way of divine revelation (STh I, q. 1, a. 2); that the mystery of the 
Trinity, which is the deifying mystery of the vision of God, is utterly unknown to 
natural human reason (STh I, q. 32, a. 1); and that the inclination to the supernatural 
vision of God is not innate to the human person, but rather that this vision is something 
“neither eye has seen nor ear heard,” and thus transcends our native human conceptions 
(STh I-II, q. 62, a. 3). It bears mentioning that this stress on the transcendence of 
supernatural mystery to all forms of natural knowledge and rational demonstration was 
underscored vividly in the First Vatican Council (Dei Filius, 1870) against the tenets of 
nineteenth-century Catholic “rationalism,” which sought to argue, beginning from 
natural premises, for the inherent rationality of belief in the mysteries of the faith.  
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reflecting upon the revealed truth of the beatific vision of the 
Holy Trinity is employing a philosophical argument in order to 
show (from the standpoint of natural reason) the mere 
possibility of a theologically revealed truth. (2) A philosophical 
argument is being made that shows the rational fittingness or 
natural plausibility of a theological article of faith, but does not 
demonstrate conclusively the reality of that object (which can be 
known only through faith). In the end, it seems to me likely that 
Aquinas is assuming both of these truths: philosophical argu-
ment can be employed to argue that an object of faith made 
known by way of divine revelation is something that is, 
philosophically speaking, not metaphysically impossible, but 
rather existentially appropriate. 
 Based on these considerations, we can conclude with cer-
titude two things. First, Aquinas is here employing philosophy 
in the service of a principle of sacra doctrina as he provides for 
in question 1, article 5 of the Prima pars, where he argues that 
philosophy can serve as a subordinate science to theological 
faith, allowing the latter to partake of the intelligibility of the 
conclusions of the former.56 Just as when Aquinas offers 
philosophical arguments for the nature of the soul in the 
context of his theological treatise on the original creation of 
man and woman, so here he is making use of philosophical 
argument in the context of a specifically theological treatment 
of the final end of man.57 Second, then, the philosophical 
argument in question, in this context can only be considered an 
argument of fittingness and not a rational demonstration.58 The 
 

 56 STh I, q. 1, a. 5, ad 2: “This science [sacra doctrina] can in a sense depend upon 
the philosophical sciences, not as though it stood in need of them, but only in order to 
make its teaching clearer.” 
 57 STh I, qq. 75-79.  
 58 This is the interpretation of Aquinas given by the classical Dominican 
commentatorial tradition, which takes into account what he says about the revealed 
character of the supernatural end of man in texts such as STh I-II, q. 62, a. 3. The faith 
is congruent with demonstrations of reason, but the truths of the faith are not derivative 
from rational arguments. See for example Sylvester of Ferrara’s commentary on ScG III, 
c. 51, n. III (Leonine ed., 14:141), in which he discusses the argument in STh I, q. 12, a. 
1; and Báñez, Scholastica commentaria in primam partem, q. 12, a. 1 (Valencia ed., 
249) who argues that ScG III, c. 50 presents philosophical arguments that man naturally 
desires to see God if this were somehow possible, but does not of course seek to 
demonstrate a natural human capacity to attain effectively to the beatific vision. 
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human person naturally desires to know the first cause 
immediately. Reason can show, then, the potential openness of 
the human intellect to completion through the perfect happiness 
of the grace of the beatific vision. It cannot demonstrate the 
existence of this grace and this final end by arguments of 
natural reason alone. In fact, such a grace is strictly speaking not 
even intelligible in its essence except by virtue of supernatural 
faith for, as a mystery, its character eludes the understanding of 
natural reason considered within the limits of its innate 
boundaries and possibilities of understanding. 
 One should note that if this is the case, then the arguments in 
chapter 50 of book III of the Summa contra Gentiles and 
question 12, article 1 of the Prima pars, though identical in 
structure philosophically speaking, can be interpreted in two 
very different ways. In the former text, philosophy is being 
employed to show a natural desire to know God immediately, 
not a natural desire for the object of supernatural faith as such. 
The argument is to be considered rigorously demonstrative. 
This would especially make sense if Aquinas is writing against 
the philosophical claims of Averroism, in order to defend the 
potential harmony of the truths of faith and natural reason.59 In 
the latter text, the same demonstrative argument is being used 
not as a way of demonstrating the existence of the revealed 
supernatural end of man, but as an argument of fittingness 
showing that this end revealed in Christ is not something alien 
or contrary to, but rather in harmony with the natural 
aspirations of the human person, albeit on a higher plane made 
possible only by grace. 
 A complementary form of reasoning is found in question 3, 
article 6 of the Prima secundae, a text that presents a suitable 
place to conclude our consideration of Aquinas’s teaching on 
imperfect happiness. Here Aquinas is considering what 
happiness, or beatitude, is from a theological point of view, and 
in article 6 asks specifically, “Whether man’s happiness consists 
in the consideration of the speculative sciences.” That is to say, 

 

 59 See Müller (“Duplex beatitude,” esp. 67-69), who interprets the argument in a 
similar sense. 
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does it consist in the exercise of the Aristotelian virtue of 
wisdom, the activity of the natural contemplation of God?  
 Aquinas rehearses several of the arguments we saw above in 
book III of the Summa contra Gentiles. First he alludes to a 
previous discussion (STh I-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 4) of the imperfect 
character of human happiness in this life, making the point that 
the contemplation of God that is available to human reason is 
frail and can only be exercised periodically, rather than in an 
enduring and ever-present way. He goes on to make the point 
that all natural knowledge of God obtained in this life is derived 
from sensible realities and does not permit an immediate 
knowledge of God in himself. Therefore it stirs up in us a desire 
for knowledge of something that we cannot attain to perfectly. 
Such knowledge stems from a natural desire for God that only 
grace can fulfill.60 Yet, Aquinas does go on to conclude that this 
natural knowledge of God by means of indirect contemplation 
of God through his effects does constitute an imperfect form of 
beatitude, one that is a true “participation” in the more perfect 
happiness of the blessed, albeit in a uniquely natural and limited 
way. “[J]ust as in sensible forms there is a participation of the 
higher substances, so the consideration of speculative sciences is 
a certain participation of true and perfect happiness.” A gloss on 
this idea is found in article 2, response to the fourth objection, 
where Aquinas makes clear that there are analogous forms of 
happiness: 
 
Since happiness signifies some final perfection; according as various things 
capable of happiness can attain to various degrees of perfection, so must there 
be various meanings applied to happiness. . . . Wherefore the Philosopher, in 
placing man’s happiness in this life (Nic. Ethics I, 10), says that it is imperfect 
and after a long discussion, concludes: ‘We call men happy, but only as men.’ 

 

 60 STh I-II, q. 3, a. 6: “Now the first principles of the speculative sciences are 
received through the senses, as the Philosopher clearly states at the beginning of the 
Metaphysics (I, 1), and at the end of the Posterior Analytics (II, 15). Wherefore the 
entire consideration of the speculative sciences cannot extend farther than knowledge of 
sensibles can lead. . . . Now it has been shown that man cannot acquire through 
sensibles the [immediate] knowledge of separate substances, which are above the human 
intellect. Consequently, it follows that man’s happiness cannot consist in the 
consideration of the speculative sciences.” 
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But God has promised us perfect happiness, when we shall be ‘as the angels . . 
. in heaven (Matt. 22:30).  
 
 The key point is that Aquinas does acknowledge an authentic 
perfection in the happiness accorded by the natural knowledge 
of God. That happiness can be known even philosophically and 
rationally to be imperfect (as the Philosopher himself admits). 
Consequently, this same philosophical sense of the yet greater 
perfectibility of man can be employed theologically to show, by 
an argument of fittingness, that the theological promise of the 
vision of God is not only not absurd but also that, if real, it 
pertains to the greatest possible good available to man. Reason 
does not prove the existence of the supernatural vision of God, 
which is known only by grace, but the revelation of the perfect 
happiness of the vision does speak to the deepest desires of the 
human heart for happiness through contemplative knowledge of 
God, even immediate knowledge, and it surpasses those desires 
even as it fulfills them. 
 Unlike Blondel, Aquinas has succeeded in maintaining the 
distinction and integrity of the philosophical order as distinct 
from the theological. Philosophical contemplation provides a 
genuine form of beatitude that pertains to human reason and 
that is not reducible to a moment within an apologetics in view 
of theology or Christian ethics. And yet, this relative beatitude 
is imperfect and inherently open from within to a further 
completion. Thus, Aquinas has also avoided an extrinsicism that 
would employ philosophy against the claims of Christian 
Augustinian teleology (as with Siger of Brabant and Boethius of 
Dacia) or that would appeal to Christian theology against any 
claims to a philosophical knowledge of the natural structure and 
end of man (as found in Barth). Rather, philosophical 
reasoning, while not identical with theological understanding, 
does show by various signs that the revealed claims of theology 
are not only not unreasonable, but also genuinely attractive to 
what is most rational in us, even as they surpass natural reason. 
 Can we speak here, then, of philosophical contemplation of 
God as an imperfect end? Aquinas does not usually employ this 
language, and typically reserves the notion of the final end only 
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for the immediate knowledge of God. (See, however, STh I-II, 
q. 62, a. 3, where he does clearly speak of imperfect beatitude 
as the “connatural end” of man.) However, even if we do 
concede this linguistic point, Aquinas does discuss this imperfect 
beatitude in teleological terms and, of course, it is only because 
there is a relatively consistent beatitude accessible to natural 
human reason that the final end of immediate knowledge of 
God even becomes philosophically accessible to natural human 
reason. Consequently, the perspective of Aquinas is balanced on 
a clear but delicate edge: if we affirm too one-sidedly a merely 
natural end that is not constituted by the immediate knowledge 
of God (but ‘merely’ by an indirect philosophical contemplation 
of God) we lose sight of the intrinsic natural orientation of the 
human spirit toward God in himself. If we emphasize the latter 
inclination exclusively, so as to emphasize man’s natural desire 
for the vision of God, then we will be obliged to deny that in-
direct philosophical contemplation of God is a truly teleological 
form of beatitude. In doing so, however, we will be obliged to 
negate the philosophical and rational intelligibility of the claim 
that the immediate knowledge of God constitutes the final end 
of man, since this claim can only be made based on the premise 
of the real but imperfect beatitude accorded by natural 
contemplation. 
 

IV. NAVIGATING BETWEEN THE EXTREMES: NEITHER 

INTRINSICISM NOR EXTRINSICISM 
 

 In the previous two sections of this essay, I have attempted 
to delineate how Aquinas, in two of his main works, clearly 
interprets Aristotle’s understanding of natural happiness in such 
a way as to show the inherent openness of the human person to 
the beatific vision by grace. The intrinsic ordering of the human 
person toward contemplation of God—and even the immediate 
vision of God—does not amount to a natural inclination toward 
supernatural grace as such. In fact, Aquinas explicitly disavows 
the idea that there exists in the intellectual creature an innate 
inclination of the intellect toward the grace of faith or the 
lumen gloriae. 
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[T]he theological virtues direct man to supernatural happiness in the same way 
as by the natural inclination man is directed to his connatural end. Now the 
latter happens in respect of two things. First, in respect of the reason or 
intellect, in so far as it contains the first universal principles which are known 
to us by the natural light of the intellect, and which are reason's starting-point, 
both in speculative and in practical matters. Secondly, through the rectitude of 
the will which tends naturally to good as defined by reason. But these two fall 
short of the order of supernatural happiness, according to 1 Corinthians 2:9: 
“The eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath it entered into the heart of 
man, what things God hath prepared for them that love Him.” Consequently 
in respect of both the above things man needed to receive in addition 
something supernatural to direct him to a supernatural end. First, as regards 
the intellect, man receives certain supernatural principles, which are held by 
means of a Divine light: these are the articles of faith, about which is faith. 
Secondly, the will is directed to this end, both as to that end as something 
attainable—and this pertains to hope—and as to a certain spiritual union, 
whereby the will is, so to speak, transformed into that end—and this belongs 
to charity. For the appetite of a thing is moved and tends towards its 
connatural end naturally; and this movement is due to a certain conformity of 
the thing with its end.61 
 
One can observe right away the anti-Pelagian tenor of this 
argument. The human intellect is not naturally oriented toward 
the supernatural faith which alone gives us knowledge that the 
vision of the Holy Trinity is the final end of man. The human 
will is not naturally inclined to the revealed object of 
supernatural faith. For all of this, the infused virtues of faith, 
hope, and love must be given. 
 One would be ill-advised to treat such a text as merely a 
conceptual outlier or eccentric addition to Aquinas’s normative 
thought. On the contrary, the anti-Pelagian tenor of his mature 
theology is thematic and profound. Most notably, Aquinas 
insists that the theological virtues give the spiritual faculties of 
the intellect and will new “species” or “objects” of knowledge 
and love.62 Consequently, the object known and desired by the 

 

 61 STh I-II, q. 62, a. 3; emphasis added. 
 62 STh I-II, q. 62, a. 2: “habits are specifically distinct from one another in respect of 
the formal difference of their objects. Now the object of the theology-
cal virtues is God Himself, Who is the last end of all, as surpassing the knowledge of 
our reason. On the other hand, the object of the intellectual and moral virtues is 
something comprehensible to human reason. Wherefore the theological virtues are 
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supernatural inclination of the will toward the beatific vision (in 
faith) simply cannot be the same object willed by the 
philosophical or natural desire to see God. The subject may be 
identical (God in himself) but the formal object by or through 
which the reality is desired is utterly distinct. 
 It follows from this that there are infused moral virtues that 
accompany the infused theological virtues and that elevate the 
ordinary exercise of the cardinal virtues (prudence, justice, 
fortitude, temperance) so that these may now attain to the 
formal objects of the theological virtues as such: 
 
Effects must needs be proportionate to their causes and principles. Now 
all virtues, intellectual and moral, that are acquired by our actions, arise 
from certain natural principles pre-existing in us, as above stated (I-II, q. 51, a. 
1): instead of which natural principles, God bestows on us the theological 
virtues, whereby we are directed to a supernatural end, as stated (I-II, q. 62, a. 
1). Wherefore we need to receive from God other habits corresponding, in 
due proportion, to the theological virtues, which habits are to the theological 
virtues, what the moral and intellectual virtues are to the natural principles 
of virtue.63 
 
This very distinctively Thomistic thesis (which was not uni-
versally accepted and which was typically questioned by several 
great Franciscan thinkers) would make little sense at all if the 
spiritual faculties of man were “always, already” naturally 
inclined toward the formally supernatural objects of faith, hope 
and love as such.64 

                                                           

specifically distinct from the moral and intellectual virtues.” See also STh I-II, q. 54, a. 
2, corp. and ad 1, to which Aquinas refers in this article I have cited here. He is 
categorical about the fact that supernatural virtues have formal objects that specify 
them, and that our natural powers may not attain to these objects by their own powers.  
 63 STh I-II, q. 63, a. 3.  
 64 Duns Scotus argues that strictly speaking, God could give a subject the theological 
virtues without the accompanying infused moral virtues. See on this point, for example, 
Questiones in III Sententiarum d. 36, unica, esp. n. 28; Ordinatio III, suppl., d. 36, a. 3. 
See the helpful commentary on this point by Allan B. Wolter, Duns Scotus on the Will 
and Morality (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1986), 90-
91. Such a viewpoint seems to contrast necessarily with that of Aquinas. Analogously, 
Duns Scotus and William of Ockham both argue in different ways that God could in 
principle dispense a person even from the necessity of infused virtues as a precondition 
for salvation. See the pertinent remarks on this subject by Thomas Williams in “Scotus 
on Virtue,” in The Cambridge Companion to Duns Scotus, ed. T. Williams (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), esp. 365-66. 
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 We see another reflection of this concern in Aquinas’s 
treatment of grace (in question 110 of the Prima secundae) as a 
quality of the soul that is not merely reducible to the infusion of 
new habitual virtues.65 Grace must be something “deeper” in the 
soul than a set of new habits. Why? Because grace cannot 
simply qualify the teleological orientation of pre-existing spiri-
tual powers. These powers are not naturally inclined in and of 
themselves toward formally supernatural ends. Consequently, 
grace must act from “deeper within” the human subject, 
elevating the spiritual powers toward formally supernatural 
ends, and this new inclination is something prior to the “mere” 
infusion of new supernatural habits into the pre-existing 
inclinations of natural powers. Grace, then, is a quality infused 
into the essence of the soul, one that serves as the ontological 
condition for the possibility of infused virtue.66 If, by contrast, 
the soul’s faculties were already naturally inclined toward the 
formally supernatural objects of faith, hope, and love as such, it 
would not be necessary that grace operate at this “level” of the 
human person. Instead, it could simply heal and perfect the 
faculties in keeping with their own natural orientations or 
inclinations, and there would be no need to elevate them from 
within toward a new supernatural object. 
 Given this Thomistic emphasis on the necessity of grace to 
orient the soul toward the lumen gloriae, it is also not surprising 
that Aquinas should insist that the natural faculties and powers, 
such as those of the intellect and will, can only tend toward 
ends that are proportionate to their own natures, ends that their 
natures can attain to by their proper created powers. 
 
The reason and will are naturally directed to God, inasmuch as He is the 
beginning and end of nature, but in proportion to nature. But the reason and 
will, according to their nature, are not sufficiently directed to Him in so far as 
He is the object of supernatural happiness.67 
 

 

 65 STh I-II, q. 110, a. 2.  
 66 See STh I-II, q. 110, aa. 3-4. 
 67 STh I-II, q. 62, a. 1, ad 3. For other examples of this often invoked principle of 
Aquinas, see, likewise, De Verit., q. 14, a. 2; q. 22, a. 5; STh I-II, q. 15, a. 4; q. 25, a. 2. 
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Supernatural beatitude as known and desired by grace is a good 
that remains wholly disproportionate to the natural powers and 
inclinations proper to intellectual creatures. Aquinas is quite 
explicit about this: 
 
Now no act of anything whatsoever is divinely ordained to anything exceeding 
the proportion of the powers which are the principles of its act; for it is a law 
of Divine providence that nothing shall act beyond its powers. Now 
everlasting life is a good exceeding the proportion of created nature; since it 
exceeds its knowledge and desire, according to 1 Corinthians 2:9: “Eye hath 
not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath it entered into the heart of man.” And 
hence it is that no created nature is a sufficient principle of an act meritorious 
of eternal life, unless there is added a supernatural gift, which we call grace.68 
 
One can note from such observations that there is a serious 
conceptual price to pay for conforming Aquinas’s texts too 
hastily to a reading that insists abruptly upon there being in his 
thought the affirmation of a “natural desire for the super-
natural.” One could lose sight completely of the thematic, 
multi-dimensional character of Aquinas’s anti-Pelagian teaching 
regarding the way that grace specifies and elevates the spiritual 
faculties of man by means of new and distinctly supernatural 
objects and inclinations.69 
 However, if all that I am saying here is true, does this not 
conflict with what I argued in the previous section of this 

 

 68 STh I-II, q. 114, a. 2; emphasis added.  
 69 Note how significantly the affirmations of Aquinas that we have been considering 
differ from de Lubac’s claims about his thought in Surnaturel, 451-52 (regarding STh I, 
q. 23, a. 2): “St. Thomas speaks here in general of two sorts of ends: one which is 
entirely beyond the proportion of all created nature and which consists in the divine 
vision, the other which is proportionate to the nature and its powers. He does not say 
that man, or that the rational creature has a two-fold finality. His doctrine . . . is . . . 
that ‘natural’ things have an end of the second sort, interior to nature, while spiritual 
beings have an end of the second kind, beyond all nature” (my translation). De Lubac is 
claiming that Aquinas’s talk of proportionate inclinations does not apply to spiritual 
realities, but only to natural ones. It is true that Aquinas speaks more commonly (almost 
exclusively) of a twofold “beatitude,” not a twofold “end.” But he does affirm that the 
supernatural object of faith is utterly transcendent of the proportionate end of human 
nature. Furthermore, Aquinas never contrasts the spirit and nature in the way that de 
Lubac proposes. Rather, it is simply natural for the human intellect to desire to see God 
immediately. This natural desire in not identical to a proportionate inclination to the 
formally supernatural as such. It is this last point that de Lubac’s defenders typically fail 
to see. 
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article? After all, the human being has a natural desire to see 
God immediately. Is this not a natural desire for the super-
natural? We should note that two affirmations are being under-
scored by Aquinas that are in no way incompatible: (1) The 
human soul has a natural desire to see God immediately, one 
that is even philosophically demonstrable; and (2) the human 
soul is in no way naturally inclined to the supernatural object of 
faith as such, an object of knowledge that orients the soul 
toward the supernatural vision of the Holy Trinity.  
 The first of these affirmations is admittedly quite nuanced. 
The natural inclination toward contemplation of the truth about 
God indirectly derived from creatures does allow the intellect to 
desire naturally and rationally by its own powers a yet more 
immediate knowledge of God. We should note in this regard 
that Aquinas speaks differently of “inclinations” and “desires.” 
Our inclinations remain proportionate to our human nature. 
However, our desires, which stem from our natural inclinations, 
can attain to those realities that we cannot procure by our own 
power. It is in this sense that we can understand Aquinas’s clear 
affirmation that there is inscribed in the human intellect an 
innate desire to see God.70 The desire to see God is an 
expression of our deepest human inclination to know the truth 
about the first cause, and at the same time, this desire clearly 
reaches out beyond that which it is in our proportionate power 
to accomplish or achieve. It is not a desire for the formal object 

 

 70 De Virtutibus, q. 1, a. 10: “But just as man acquires his first perfection, that is, his 
soul, by the action of God, so too he has his ultimate perfection, which is his perfect 
happiness, immediately from God, and rests in it. Indeed this is obvious from the fact 
that man’s natural desire cannot rest in anything save in God alone. For it is innate in 
man that he be moved by a desire to go on from what has been caused and inquire into 
causes, nor does this desire rest until it arrives at the first cause, which is God” (“ita et 
ultimam suam perfectionem, quae est perfecta hominis felicitas, immediate habet a Deo, 
et in ipso quiescit: quod quidem ex hoc patet quod naturale hominis desiderium in ullo 
alio quietari potest, nisi in solo Deo. Innatum est enim homini ut ex causatis desiderio 
quodam moveatur ad inquirendum causas; nec quiescit istud desiderium quousque 
perventum fuerit ad primam causam, quae Deus est” [emphasis added; Ralph McInerny, 
trans., Disputed Questions on Virtue [South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999]). 



 PARADIGM OF NATURE-GRACE ORTHODOXY 283 
 

of supernatural beatitude as such, which can only be obtained 
by grace.71 
 Later Thomistic Scholastics like Sylvester of Ferrara and 
Domingo Báñez would refer to this desire as “an elicited desire 
to see God.”72 Once the human intellect attains to the elicited 
(explicit) knowledge of the existence of a transcendent cause 
(God) through God’s effects, it is natural that the mind should 
still wish (were it possible) to know that cause directly and 
immediately. Therefore there is a natural desire to see God that 
arises at the term of the human philosophical quest for the 
ultimate explanation of reality. But that desire is inscribed in 
our human nature not in reference to the supernatural as such 
(formally specified by grace), but rather in reference to the truth 
about the first cause and final end of all things (formally 
specified by the natural search for causes). It is for this reason 
that such commentators also speak of the natural desire to see 
God as conditional. It is true that the human spirit remains 
fundamentally unfulfilled as regards its own final end if the 
human intellect does not come to see God. Consequently, it 
would be most good to know who or what God is in some 
immediate way, if that were possible. An absolute, resolute hope 
of seeing God face to face is only possible, however, 
supernaturally, by grace, once we come to know by faith in 
divine revelation that such a possibility has really been accorded 
to us.73 

 

 71 STh I-II, q. 62, aa. 1-3. 
 72 Thomistic commentators classically speak of an “elicited desire” to know God 
immediately that is stimulated by limited natural knowledge of God as the first cause, 
and of the “conditional” or “inefficacious” character of this more ultimate desire. I am 
alluding to the interpretation of Aquinas on the “natural desire to see God” that is 
characteristic of the Dominican commentatorial tradition (Cajetan, Sylvester of Ferrara, 
Báñez, and others). On the development of this tradition and the textual foundations for 
its interpretations, see Feingold, Natural Desire to See God according to St. Thomas 
Aquinas and His Interpreters, chaps. 8-9, 11-12. 
 73 STh II-II, q. 17, a. 2: “the hope of which we speak now, attains God by leaning on 
His help in order to obtain the hoped for good. Now an effect must be proportionate to 
its cause. Wherefore the good which we ought to hope for from God properly and 
chiefly is the infinite good, which is proportionate to the power of our divine helper, 
since it belongs to an infinite power to lead anyone to an infinite good. Such 
a good is eternal life, which consists in the enjoyment of God Himself.” This passage 
displays unambiguous theoretical unity with STh I-II, q. 62, a. 1, emphasizing the need 
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 One may legitimately contest the language of “elicited 
desire” and of the “conditional” character of our innate ten-
dency to want to see God immediately. Clearly this terminology 
as such is not present in Aquinas’s texts and it does evolve 
within the context of subsequent disputes between Thomists 
and Scotists. Aquinas does not himself speak of the natural 
desire to see God in these terms. Nevertheless, what is 
noteworthy is that Aquinas does think that there is a rational 
basis for arguing philosophically that the human intellect desires 
naturally to see God immediately. Furthermore, this argument 
is developed through the medium of an appeal to the imperfect 
express knowledge of God attained by natural contemplation, 
and which itself indicates the natural desire for a yet more 
complete knowledge of God. One may speak of this awakened 
desire (indicative of an innate tendency) in terms other than that 
of elicited desire.74 However, one can readily understand what 
this term seeks to express: the human being is awakened by 
knowledge of God to a tendency in himself that nature provides 
but cannot fulfill, and, at the same time, this tendency is not an 
inclination toward the supernatural mystery of Christ, formally 
revealed as such. The latter grace comes gratuitously to act 
upon the intrinsic desire of the human person in a way that 
simultaneously fulfills and utterly transcends the innate 
tendencies of the human heart. 
 If this vision of Aquinas is correct, as I have argued based 
upon his philosophical analysis of human happiness, then it 
follows that pace both Barth and de Lubac, a positive Thomistic 
                                                           

for grace precisely because of the limited capacities of natural proportionate 
inclinations.  
 74 Oliva, “La contemplation des philosophes selon Thomas d’Aquin,” 647-49, offers 
trenchant criticism of the notion of an “elicited desire” to see God as something alien to 
Aquinas’s own views, insisting instead on the innate character of the natural desire to 
see God in the created human spirit. Oliva does affirm, however, that the innate 
inclination toward the vision of God becomes manifest through the rational 
(philosophical) desire to know the first cause. That is precisely why this desire can be 
analyzed by means of rational argument, as Oliva insists. Consequently, there is a 
natural mediate knowledge that expresses or manifests in more explicit terms a deeper 
innate tendency to wish to know the complete truth about God perfectly. Yet none of 
this should commit us to a natural inclination toward supernatural objects of revelation 
as such, or a natural desire for the graced knowledge and love of the Holy Trinity per 
se. 
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reading of Aristotle cannot rightly be accused of being either 
one-sidedly extrinsicist or intrinsicist. Clearly the former is not 
the case. The natural desire for the vision of God, as Aquinas 
defends it philosophically (in texts such as ScG III, c. 50 and 
STh I, q. 12, a. 1), is a rationally intelligible desire and is there-
fore necessarily utterly distinct from the hope for the beatific 
vision inspired by infused theological virtues. But just for this 
reason, the grace of the vision is not purely extrinsic to the 
natural disposition and desire. If we return to Aquinas’s reason-
ing, the argument is simple. We can truly know something of 
the primary cause of creation through his effects (the creatures 
we experience immediately), and therefore natural contem-
plation of God is possible for us. Because God is the most 
intelligible and sovereignly good of all realities, knowledge of 
him even by way of the mediation of his effects constitutes a 
genuine form of happiness, however imperfect. So this 
knowledge is a certain kind of final end for the human person. 
However, precisely because this knowledge is achieved only 
through the mediation of effects, it is imperfect and therefore 
inchoately suggests the possibility of a higher fulfillment to be 
desired. In other words, the natural desire to see God, or to 
know God intellectually in himself, is rooted not in an innate 
inclination for the supernatural, but in an innate natural 
inclination to seek the truth through explicit and perfect 
knowledge of causes.75 This inclination to wish to know God in 
himself is rooted in us structurally (merely naturally), and 
therefore, the grace that invites us to come to know God 
immediately by vision is not something wholly alien to our 
human nature. Karl Barth is famous for claiming in his debates 
with Emil Brunner regarding natural theology that there is no 
natural point of contact in the soul wherein grace is received 
and to which the righteousness of faith is not wholly alien and 
other.76 Grace is given gratuitously by God independently of 

 

 75 Aquinas, I Nic. Ethic., lect. 2: “Naturale desiderium nihil aliud est quam inclinatio 
inhaerens rebus ex ordinatione primi moventis, quae non potest esse supervacua” 
(emphasis added). 
 76 See, for example, Barth, Church Dogmatics, 1/1:27-36, 41. 
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any natural inclination toward God.77 On this point, it does 
seem clear that Aquinas’s Aristotelianism contrasts with the 
views of Barth. One might suggest that Barth’s Kantian anthro-
pological presuppositions are not entirely different in this 
respect from the rationalism of Siger of Brabant.78 The extremes 
of anti-revelatory rationalism and dialectical revelatory 
actualism share something profound in common, something to 
which Aquinas’s Aristotelian realism offers us an alternative. His 
philosophy allows him to avoid a pure grace-nature extrinsicism 
of the kind de Lubacians might criticize rightly in Barthians and 
in philosophical rationalists alike. 
 Yet at the same time, for this very reason (because a natural 
openness to the possibility of the supernatural is inscribed in 
our nature) our natural end is not indicative of any natural 
inclination toward the supernatural as such. Grace remains 
entirely transcendent of our natural powers, innate inclinations 
and proportionate ends. Yet without the natural capacity to 
know God and the corresponding capacity to desire the felicity 
of perfect happiness, the grace-inspired supernatural hope of 
seeing God would itself be wholly unnatural and alien to human 
nature. No grace could substitute itself or supplement per se for 
such a natural absence, and indeed the aims of grace would in 
this case necessarily be opposed to those of nature. Therefore 
this natural, philosophically identifiable dimension of human 
nature is the ontological presupposition for the possibility of an 
economy of grace ordered toward the lumen gloriae, or the 
vision of God. Here Aristotelianism allows Aquinas to avoid a 
pure grace-nature intrinsicism of the kind Barthians might 
rightly be concerned about in the theology of de Lubac. 
However, it also suggests a deeper irony: in the absence of a 
rigorous anthropology of Aristotelian natural teleology, de 

 

 77 Ibid., 1/1:238-42. Grace comes to human nature in such a way as to create the 
conditions for its own reception sans appui in human nature as we find it in its fallen 
state. This gift is radically alien and makes the analogy or likeness to God in us possible 
only due to the work of grace itself and in differentiation to all that is natural in us as 
such. 
 78 On the influence of Kantian epistemology on Barth’s theology, see McCormack, 
Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology, 43-49, 129-30, 155-62, 218-26, 
245-62. 
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Lubac’s theology fails in fact to articulate the true grounds for a 
legitimate integralism or intrinsicism. By risking the collapse of 
the natural and supernatural orders into one another, or by not 
distinguishing them adequately, de Lubac’s theology in fact risks 
running the same ultimate course as that of Barth. There is no 
natural point of contact, no natural term of human reason, 
having its own integrity and structure, to which grace addresses 
itself and which is elevated by grace.79 Instead, either man has a 
uniquely supernatural destiny or a destiny of natura pura.80 A 
dialectic of either/or reminiscent of Jansenism is inscribed into 
the heart of the human being. The world is either all for grace 
or disordered by the turn toward nature alone without grace. 
 This viewpoint is clearly dissimilar from that of Aquinas, 
who states that human beings ought to love God above all 
things naturally, and that this distinctly natural order toward 
God is distinct from, but also the structural (not temporal) 
presupposition for, the gift of charity.81 Were this not the case, 
then the mystery of charity as a grace given to human beings 
that they might love God above all things would be unnatural, 
alien and violent to human nature.82 The orders of natural and 
supernatural love are not identical with one another, but neither 
are they in any way extrinsic to one another. Likewise, the 
ordering toward contemplative happiness that is natural to man 

 

 79 See the criticism to this effect by Steven A. Long in his Natura Pura: On the 
Recovery of Nature in the Doctrine of Grace (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2010), chap. 1. I have offered analogous reflections in “The ‘Pure Nature’ of 
Christology: Human Nature and Gaudium et Spes 22,” Nova et Vetera, English ed., 8 
(2010): 283-322. 
 80 This is why de Lubac insists continually on the concrete and historical economic 
state of man as fallen and addressed by grace, in order to defend the idea that the 
supernatural end of man is his unique end, and that therefore he does not exist in a state 
of pure nature! Man’s natural intellectual activity is ultimately specified by the object of 
faith as such (leading eventually to the vision), or so one might conjecture, given the 
nature of the defense being made. See, for example, Mystery of the Supernatural, 54-56. 
 81 STh I-II, q. 109, a. 3. 
 82 STh I, q. 60, a. 5: “Since God is the universal good, and under this good both man 
and angel and all creatures are comprised, because every creature in regard to its entire 
being naturally belongs to God, it follows that from natural love angel and man alike 
love God before themselves and with a greater love. Otherwise, if either of them loved 
self more than God, it would follow that natural love would be perverse, and that it 
would not be perfected but destroyed by charity.” 
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is not identical with the inclination to the beatific vision that is 
an effect of grace, and cannot procure it as such. But the latter 
gift of grace is not given in such a way as to remain wholly 
extrinsic to the natural desire for knowledge of the truth, and 
especially to the “philosophical” natural desire for the im-
mediate knowledge of God. This natural inclination and desire 
cannot procure the grace-inspired inclination toward, and hope 
for, the beatific vision as such. But the latter gift elevates and 
fulfills a pre-existing teleological structure in man. Because of 
this irreducible duality and simultaneous profound harmony, an 
authentic Christian culture can and must maintain a vital 
interest in natural speculative knowledge of God, even while 
habitually placing such knowledge in the service of Christian 
life and theological contemplation. 
 
CONCLUSION: AQUINAS’S CHRISTIAN ARISTOTELIANISM AND 

AUGUSTINIAN ORTHODOXY 
 
 I have argued that the natural desire for the vision of God is 
a rational, philosophical desire that arises from man’s reaching 
an imperfect beatitude of the natural contemplation of God, 
and as an outcropping of that beatitude. Therefore, (1) when 
grace promises us a yet higher beatitude of seeing God face to 
face, it does not act extrinsically to our natural end; and (2) 
nature is not intrinsically ordered toward the objects of 
supernatural revelation as such, but is surpassed by the higher 
order of divine life even as it is fulfilled by it. Both arguments 
make the same point in two distinct ways. 
 Against Barth and with de Lubac, there exists a natural point 
of contact in us such that grace is not alien to human nature and 
can lead human nature without violence through the ascent 
upward into the supernatural life of God. It does so in profound 
accord with nature’s own highest inclinations and through an 
accomplishment of those aspirations that nature cannot realize 
for itself. Aristotelian philosophy thus vindicates Augustinian 
theology. An Aristotelian sense of the imperfection of natural 
happiness disposes us to see the ways that the restless heart of 
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man in the economy of God’s grace can be elevated to find its 
most perfect rest only in the supernatural life of God. 
 Against de Lubac and with Barth, grace is something wholly 
transcendent of our human nature to which ordinary human 
reasoning and willing are not innately and naturally inclined or 
proportioned. One might say, instead, that there is an analogy 
between the natural end (which implies the desire to see God 
immediately) and the formal object of revelation (which elicits 
theological hope in the vision of the Holy Trinity) without an 
identification of the two. Beatified human beings thus remain 
forever mere creatures who are structurally incapable of any 
intrinsic possibility of self-divinization, and the work of sal-
vation in us always stems from the ontologically prior, entirely 
free initiative of God. An Aristotelian philosophical realism 
regarding the imperfection of human natural capacities for 
happiness redounds to a deepened Augustinian sense of the 
sheer gratuity of grace and supernatural beatitude, a life beyond 
what any human eye has seen, ear has heard, or heart imagined. 
 Seen as the nuanced and coherent encounter of these two 
truths, Aquinas’s Aristotelian Christianity appears for what it is: 
not an eccentric teaching located at the periphery of Catholic 
doctrine regarding nature and grace, but rather a form of 
theology that stands at the core of the Catholic tradition and 
articulates its diverse elements in a sufficiently intricate, unified 
way, with a normative value that is irreplaceable and a doctrinal 
integrity that is unsurpassed. 
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 It was with striking originality that the late political scientist Samuel P. 
Huntington observed in his 1991 book, The Third Wave, that the past genera-
tion’s global wave of democratization movements was “overwhelmingly a 
Catholic wave.” Between 1974 and 1990, he noted, some three quarters of the 
countries that made a transition to democracy were predominantly Catholic.  
 The originality of Huntington’s observation emerges in contrast to what 
had been the prevailing view of religion and politics among Western intel-
lectuals, namely, the secularization thesis. Arising from the European 
Enlightenment, the secularization thesis predicts the decline of religion in the 
face of modernity: science, free inquiry, and open political systems. From this 
standpoint, Huntington’s claim that religion was shaping politics and, still 
more, promoting democracy was remarkable. Even more remarkable was that 
the Catholic Church was the promoter involved, for this church, more than 
any other religious body, long had appeared to be modernity’s fiercest 
opponent. The Church was the chief contender with the French Revolution 
and its political legatees and the chief critic of political liberalism and the 
Enlightenment’s version of scientific rationality. As late as 1953, the Holy See 
signed a Concordat with Spain’s Francisco Franco stipulating that “[t]he 
Apostolic Roman Catholic Church will continue to be the sole religion of the 
Spanish State” and that “the Ordinaries can demand that books, publications, 
and educational materials contrary to Catholic dogma and morality be 
prohibited or withdrawn.” 
 For the Catholic Wave to occur, then, a long historical rapprochement had 
to take place through which the Church’s magisterium would come to accept 
modern liberal democracy. How this rapprochement in fact did take place is 
the subject of Catholicism and Democracy, a learned, subtle, and fresh mono-
graph by Emile Perreau-Saussine, a political philosopher who died tragically in 
2010 at the age of 37. Perreau-Saussine tells the story through France, which, 
between 1650 and 1950, was the “epicenter and laboratory” for philosophical 
and theological reflection on the relationship between the Catholic Church 
and democracy, liberalism, nationalism, and modernity. In France could be 
found the ancien regime and the revolution that overthrew it, and then 



292 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
ultramontanism, republicanism, anti-clericalism, Marxism, the Thomistic 
revival, Jacques Maritain, de Tocqueville, and Christian Democracy. 
 How did this multivocal historical conversation yield the long 
rapprochement? The conventional wisdom stresses the contrast between 
“reactionary” and “ultramontanist” nineteenth-century popes like Gregory 
XVI and especially Pius IX, the author of The Syllabus of Errors and the 
convener of the First Vatican Council, on one hand, and the Church of the 
Second Vatican Council, which embraced the liberalism of human rights and, 
most importantly, religious freedom, on the other hand. It was not until a 
generation before the latter council that Thomist intellectuals like American 
Jesuit theologian John Courtney Murray and French philosopher Jacques 
Maritain laid the intellectual groundwork for a Catholic liberalism. Even as 
late as the 1950s, as purveyors of the conventional wisdom point out, the 
magisterium of the Church suppressed Murray’s writings on religious freedom 
and political liberalism. Today, liberals celebrate Vatican II as the moment 
when the Church finally caught up to modernity, while a certain sort of 
conservative worries that the Church welcomed modernity hastily and 
overoptimistically. 
 Perreau-Saussine’s narrative differs sharply from this conventional wisdom. 
It locates the roots of the rapprochement far earlier, in a concept of church-
state relations known as Gallicanism, to which the French Assembly of the 
Clergy gave expression in a 1682 declaration. The declaration asserted the 
freedom of kings and princes from the pope in temporal matters (15). Viewed 
from a longer-term perspective, Gallicanism established the political sphere as 
autonomous from religious authority. Early modern theorists of Gallicanism 
held that kings ruled this political sphere through divine right; latter-day 
Gallicans hold that the people rule it through democracy. Such a separation of 
spheres is a kind of secularism—not one of hostility to religion but rather of a 
differentiation of religious and political roles. Gallicans of the ancien regime 
imagined nothing other than a king who was a Catholic, who ruled over a 
Catholic nation according to a Catholic notion of the common good, and who 
was responsible for protecting the authority of the Church (18). Perreau-
Saussine reminds us several times that the king was crowned at the Cathedral 
at Reims. It was the king, too, who expelled Huguenots from France, doing so 
most forcefully three years after the clergy promulgated its declaration of 
1682 (22-25).  
 The more hostile version of secularism came to rule France’s political 
sphere over a century later, Perreau-Saussine explains, through the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy of 1790, a law that the Constituent Assembly 
passed during the early French Revolution (12). Based on the Jacobins’ 
commitment to popular democracy and their belief that the Church’s 
hierarchy was a relic of tyranny—precisely the reasoning of the secularization 
theory—the constitution established the election of the Church’s bishops 
directly by the people. The great political philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville 
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would later argue that by transferring authority to the secular realm, 
Gallicanism had prepared the way for the revolutionaries to seize it. Though 
de Tocqueville may have been right about this, Perreau-Saussine is also right 
to insist that the revolution departed from Gallicanism by failing to uphold 
the Church’s freedom to govern itself by its own principles and by imposing 
its political theology on the French polity, thus violating Gallicanism’s 
secularism of separate spheres (10). 
 Over the following century and a half, French politics and political thought 
oscillated between sharply opposed positions on the question of the Church’s 
relationship to the political order. Viewing France’s Catholic order and the 
Church itself as being under siege from the revolution were “ultramontanists” 
like Joseph de Maistre and Louis Veuillot, who looked for help “over the 
mountains” to a strengthened papacy in Rome. Ultramontanists did not 
merely regard the pope as a lifeline, Perreau-Saussine explains, but hoped in 
utopian fashion that once the pope was fortified again with his own temporal 
authority, he would coax the continent back into Catholic monarchism. 
Unsurprisingly, ultramontanists rejected Gallicanism, which they considered a 
way-station to hostile secularism (58).  
 At the other pole were the republicans of the revolution, whose ideals 
achieved victory in the founding of the Third Republic in 1870. Imbued with 
anti-clericalism and inspired by the scientific rationality of philosopher 
Auguste Comte, the republicans sought to manage the Church strictly, mini-
mizing its role in education and civic life as much as they could. Such 
aggressive “laicism” was not Gallicanism either, Perreau-Saussine reminds us 
(84-92). 
 During the same decades, however, there emerged a middle position which, 
along Gallican lines, espoused an arrangement much like what contemporary 
political scientist Alfred Stepan has called the “twin tolerations,” where the 
Church would accept liberal democratic governance in return for the freedom 
to govern its internal affairs and to participate in politics. Consistent with 
Gallicanism, Catholics who argued along these lines did not forsake the goal 
of a Catholic moral order but envisioned the Church promoting it indirectly 
rather than through a monarch who enforced matters of faith. One version of 
this middle ground is what Perreau-Saussine calls liberal ultramontanism, 
which advocated a strong pope in the ecclesial realm but acceded to the 
autonomy of political authority so long as the freedom of the Church is 
protected (67-68). Another version was the liberalism of thinkers like de 
Tocqueville, Charles Peguy, and, at least for a short period of his career, 
Félicité de Lammenais, who endorsed liberal democracy and argued not only 
that it should protect the freedom of the Church but also that it depended on 
the Church for the shaping of its citizens’ souls (69-80, 103-6).  
 Perreau-Saussine makes the case that liberal ultramontanism prevailed at 
the First Vatican Council, which, at least in political matters, thus stood in 
continuity with the Second Vatican Council, where the magisterium 
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recognized the state and the Church as having separate “roles and 
responsibilities” as well as the principle of religious freedom. It was ultimately 
the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century that discredited the illiberal 
ultramontanism of de Maistre and his followers, Perreau-Saussine argues 
(117). But the rapprochement between the Church and liberal democracy was 
forged prior to these cataclysms. 
 Overall, Perreau-Saussine makes a powerful and innovative case and is 
careful, fair, and even-handed in his interpretations. Catholicism and 
Democracy deserves to stand as a major interpretation of the long rapproche-
ment that eventually rendered the Church a strong promoter of liberal 
democracy and formidable opponent of dictators. 
 Is he successful in challenging the conventional wisdom that the Church 
embraced liberal democracy only at the Second Vatican Council? A sound 
answer depends on recognizing—perhaps more than Perreau-Saussine does—
that liberal democracy has separate dimensions that do not always coexist. It is 
with respect to the separation of religious and political authority that Perreau-
Saussine has the strongest case. Gallicanism was an important moment in 
establishing lay governance that was free from direct ecclesial control. If 
liberal democracy means human rights, by contrast, then the Church can be 
credited for pioneering the notion far earlier than Gallicanism. Historian 
Brian Tierney finds human rights (or their close equivalent) in medieval canon 
law; it is well-known that Spanish Scholastics espoused human rights on behalf 
of native peoples in the Americas in the early sixteenth century. If, however, 
liberal democracy means direct rule by the people, this is a something about 
which the Church continues to hold serious reservations. As recently as 1995, 
Pope John Paul II sounded strong warnings about democratic majoritarian-
ism’s tendency to override human dignity in his encyclical Evangelium Vitae.  
 Critics might also take issue with Perreau-Saussine’s argument that the 
magisterium of the Church embraced liberal ultramontanism at Vatican I, 
accepting the secular sovereign state as legitimate even while bolstering the 
authority of the pope through the doctrine of papal infallibility. Espousers of 
the conventional wisdom will be doubtful, associating Pope Pius IX with his 
characterization of himself as “prisoner of the Vatican” and with his most 
famous document, The Syllabus of Errors, one of whose errors is the idea that 
“[t]he Church ought to be separated from the State, and the State from the 
Church.” Against this standard view, Perreau-Saussine cites mainly the 
interpretation of Vatican I offered by a contemporary writer, Emille Olivier. 
He offers little evidence that leading prelates, or even leading French prelates, 
understood the council as accepting the legitimacy of the secular sovereign 
state. He might have made a stronger argument that it was Pope Leo XIII who 
endorsed the sovereign state, at least conditionally, by inaugurating a line of 
modern encyclicals that prescribed principles of justice for the state. 
 Perhaps the most important question for Perreau-Saussine is whether the 
long rapprochement will last. In the final sections of the book, he places his 



 BOOK REVIEWS 295 
 
hopes on a “positive idea of laicity,” something much like de Tocqueville’s 
vision of a symbiosis of the Church and the liberal political order or else Pope 
Benedict XVI’s notion of “healthy secularity.” Perreau-Saussine believes that 
the Catholic Church, now committed to religious freedom, has much to 
contribute to liberal democracy, including a sense of the limits of politics, a 
critique of the radical individualism that erodes civic virtue, and a 
philosophical and theological foundation for the dignity and rights of the 
person. He also observes in contemporary democracy strains of a more hostile 
laicity, reminiscent of republican anti-clericalism, which is rooted in a political 
theology that asserts autonomy and relativism as a public philosophy and is 
manifested in attacks on the Church for its repressiveness in matters of 
sexuality. It is anyone’s guess which version of laicity will win out. What is 
most lamentable is that Perreau-Saussine will not be here to interpret events 
for us as history unfolds. Both the Church and modern liberal democracy have 
lost a great mind. 
 

DANIEL PHILPOTT  
 
 University of Notre Dame 

  Notre Dame, Indiana 

 
 
 
 

Fertility and Gender: Issues in Reproductive and Sexual Ethics. Edited by 

HELEN WATT. Oxford: The Anscombe Bioethics Centre, 2011. Pp. 220 
$20.00 (paper) ISBN: 978-0-906561-12-6. 

 
 In 2010 the Linacre Centre for Healthcare Ethics sponsored an inter-
national conference in Maynooth, Ireland on the topic of “Fertility, Infertility 
and Gender.” This conference was the last of the Linacre Centre and the first 
offered by the Anscombe Bioethics Centre, the name adopted by Linacre after 
its move from London to Oxford. This volume is the fruit of that exchange 
with a few additions.  
 The introduction to the conference and to the book is provided by Most 
Rev. Anthony Fisher, O.P., then bishop of Parramatta, Australia (now 
archbishop of Sydney, Australia). Surveying the landscape of contemporary 
medicine and our cultural disarray, he offers a rebuttal born of a sound 
anthropology—of the kind found in this volume. 
 Paul Mankowski, S.J., opens the volume with an elegantly compact and 
almost poetic overview of the biblical ethics of marriage in light of its 
soteriology. East of Eden, “Man is an exile and he has blood on his hands” 
(10). Yet the blessing of marriage is retained and the various Old Testament 
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laws regarding sexual activity provide the people of Israel a kind of 
“curriculum of fecundity,” which replaces the abhorrent practices of its 
neighbors with an imperfect version of “a culture of life.” With the advent of 
Jesus and the Christian era, the fecundity of the natural sacrament of marriage 
“has been transfigured into a sacrament of universal salvation” (16). 
 Alexander Pruss offers a rather unembellished but insightful philosophical 
framework for sexual ethics by tracing the three dimensions common to all 
forms of love: appreciation, benevolence, and desire for union. Drawing on 
Aquinas, Pruss distinguishes between formal and real union, and argues that 
lovers seek a real union with one another expressive of the form of love 
appropriate to the relationship. When love takes a romantic form, the 
yearning of the lovers is for sexual union. Such union finds its full expression 
in the union of matched and cooperating organs working together for the 
common purpose of reproduction. However, erotic love does not just aim at 
biological union; as embodied persons the lovers aim for an interpersonal 
union over the course of time—in other words erotic love aims at the 
interpersonal commitment of marriage. 
 Luke Gormally turns the focus to social ethics by arguing that “chastity is a 
social virtue” ordered not just to the welfare of marriage but to the whole of 
society (28). To contemporary reductionism, which sees sex as a matter of 
private choice pursued for personal fulfillment, he juxtaposes Aristotle’s view 
of the child as “the common good” of conjugal union and as integral to the 
well-being of the polis. Aquinas provides a further anthropological grounding 
for this position in his account of the human inclinations by which spouses in 
the community of marriage “are naturally ordered to the common good of the 
child” (36). This leads Gormally to argue for the ethical restriction of sexual 
acts to marriage and for the need for such acts to be of a kind capable of 
generation so that they might contribute to this union.  
 In a long and rather wandering essay, Anthony McCarthy examines the 
question of whether acts (such as sexual intercourse) and institutions (such as 
marriage) can be said to have meanings beyond cultural convention. In 
crafting an affirmative answer, he draws upon both Aquinas and con-
temporary Kantian philosophers, pointing to faithful, heterosexual marriage as 
the most reasonable context in which to raise a child. The connection between 
marriage and children not only excludes various quasi-marital relationships 
but privileges procreative sex over various substitutionary sexual activities 
such as homosexual activity or “condomistic sex.” 
 Philip Sutton offers a thought-provoking and fearless look at issues of 
gender identity and same-sex attraction. He takes it as “a metaphysical given 
that human beings have a universal need to realize, become and flourish in 
their given biological gender” (71). Challenging current cultural assumptions, 
he argues for: the complex interplay of genetics and developmental factors in 
the formation of sexual orientation, the complex meaning of feelings of same-
sex attraction, the need for psychological care to take into account the unique 
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needs of each person, and the fluidity and malleability of sexual orientation in 
many cases where there is appropriate therapeutic intervention.  
 Equally at odds with much current wisdom is David Patton’s un-
conventional yet effective look at the failures of sex-education programs. 
Drawing on recent studies in England and elsewhere in the European Union, 
he uses his background in economics to show how access to contraception 
actually incentivizes sexual activity on the part of teens without reducing rates 
of teen pregnancy. He debunks myths underlying many sex-education 
programs, for example, that funding emergency contraception, ensuring 
confidentiality, providing peer delivery, or offering earlier and more explicit 
education lowers rates of teen pregnancy. The data shows otherwise. 
Conversely, abstinence education has been shown both to lower rates of STIs 
and to delay the beginning of sexual activity on the part of teens. Catholic 
parents and educators would do well to arm themselves with these facts. 
 Dermot Grenham reflects on another set of myths with some historical 
observations on population. He shows that efforts to control population are 
perennial. Aristotle’s dictum that population growth would lead to poverty 
could well qualify him as “the first Malthusian” (114). In the modern era, 
Malthus has been followed by Darwin, Galton, and a string of contemporary 
authors. The current debate over population ranges over a host of issues such 
as the use of space, available food and water, nonrenewable resources, energy, 
economic growth, immigration, the environment, and climate change. Given 
the contentious nature of this discussion and the fact that efforts to constrain 
population have been ongoing for some 2600 years, it seems likely that such 
debates will continue. 
 The next four chapters turn to an examination of largely intra-Catholic 
debates. In a compact and substantive essay, Kevin O’Reilley uses virtue as a 
hermeneutical key to unlock the teaching of Humanae vitae: “those who 
follow the doctrine of HV will become chaste while those who become chaste 
will also be better able to appreciate the truth of the encyclical’s doctrine” 
(125). This he attributes to the hylomorphic unity of the person and the 
inherent teleology of the conjugal act. The severance of the unitive and 
procreative meanings of sex and the attendant indulgence of concupiscence 
has produced disorder in society (in the form of greater levels of pre-marital, 
extra-marital, and homosexual activity) and widespread dissent in the Church. 
 John Berry also draws on the categories of virtue ethics, insightfully using 
Blessed John Paul II’s contrast between technology and virtue to get at the 
heart of Paul VI’s teaching in Humanae vitae. He examines the modern 
Church’s treatment of technology’s ambiguity, an ambiguity fully manifested 
in the biotechnology at the heart of the “culture of death.” Contraceptive 
technology is a signal example of this biotechnology run amok insofar as it 
instrumentalizes and depersonalizes those who employ it, undermining the 
unitive character of the conjugal act. Berry contrasts this technology with the 
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virtues of chastity, self-mastery, and piety highlighted in John Paul II’s 
catecheses on the body. 
 Two authors of earlier essays in the collection, Anthony McCarty and 
Alexander Pruss, then collaborate in a treatment of condom use to curb HIV 
transmission in the case of a marriage in which one spouse is infected. 
Attempts to justify this practice through an appeal to the principle of double 
effect (PDE), the authors argue, fail. The unitive meaning of sex is 
“ontologically dependent” on its procreative meaning, on their being “one 
flesh.” The appeal to the PDE is vitiated by the fact that a couple “cannot any 
longer intend a fully unitive act of reproductive type while blocking the 
transmission of semen” (165).   
 Mary Geach returns to a frequent topic in her recent work—the morality 
of Heterologous Embryo Transfer (HET) on the part of a married woman 
who seeks to rescue or adopt a child already conceived through IVF. Such 
acts, she argues in a very dense analysis, “resemble the marriage acts in respect 
of a unitively significant function . . . [namely] allowing an intromission of an 
impregnating kind” (182-83). This contribution to the unitively significant 
function is a faulty imitation of the complementarity of the roles and activities 
of husband and wife in the conjugal act. Unlike Helen Watt, Geach uses this 
idea to exclude even Homologous Embryo Transfer (as in an ectopic 
pregnancy) which also separates the unitive from the procreative aspects of the 
marriage act. 
 Kevin Flannery, S.J., also examines issues related to artificial reproduction, 
taking a close look at the teaching of Dignitatis personae 12. This teaching, 
insofar as it appears to allow a modified version of the Gamete Intra-Fallopian 
Transfer (GIFT) procedure, is both incoherent, based on the principles which 
the document itself enumerates (which exclude a third active factor in the 
conjugal act), and at odds with the previous tradition which includes not only 
Donum vitae but the teaching of John XXIII, Pius XII, and Leo XIII. Such 
incoherent statements should be judged from the vantage of this larger 
tradition—a tradition which has already explicitly excluded homologous 
artificial fertilization. 
 In the volume’s final essay, the book’s editor (and conference organizer) 
Helen Watt revisits Flannery’s analysis and attempts to harmonize “Catholic 
GIFT” with the framework of Donum vitae and Dignitatis personae by 
envisioning a procedure without the use of any kind of condom. In this case 
the medical intervention would simply provide a “push”—whether 
mechanically or chemically—to the sperm on their journey to the ovum rather 
than serving as a third active principle in the conjugal act. After a review of 
other disputed issues regarding Catholic infertility care, Watt ends her essay 
on a realistic note. We must recognize that there are genuinely infertile 
couples and rather than offering “false hopes or hopes that depend upon 
morally degrading procedures” (210), we should encourage them to come to 
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terms with their infertility and perhaps encourage alternatives such as 
adoption. 
 Like many collections of essays by diverse authors, the essays in this volume 
are uneven in a number of respects. First, while some chapters ably engage 
relevant sources and literature, others have significant omissions. Pruss’s 
treatment of the forms of love mentions C. S. Lewis’s and Anders Nygren’s 
reflections on New Testament accounts of love, yet omits Deus caritas est. 
Gormally does not engage or even mention Patrick Riley’s work Civilising Sex 
(2000) which would buttress his historical argument considerably. The 
coauthored essay by McCarthy and Pruss fails to provide examples of those 
who use the PDE to defend the prophylactic use of condoms, giving the 
appearance that they are arguing in a vacuum. Geach references only her 
previous exchanges with Watt, seeming to ignore the larger Catholic literature 
on the topic of HET. A second way in which the uneven quality of the 
collection manifests itself is in the quality and character of the argumentation 
in the essays. While many offer focused arguments on specific topics, others 
are rather wandering (McCarthy) or disjointed in trying to do too many things 
(Watt). Grenham’s essay reads more like a dispassionate historical observation 
than an argument of any kind. Third and finally, the essays vary widely in 
discipline and scope, which adds to the uneven feel of the collection. 
 Yet this last observation also points to some of the book’s virtues. The 
variety of disciplines engaged—biblical studies, philosophy, theology, ethics, 
psychology, economics, demographics—make for a multifaceted approach to a 
cluster of complex issues. The fact that the book moves from a broad focus on 
love, marriage, and fertility (biblically, philosophically, ethically) to more 
specific modern and Catholic problems gives the book more of a narrative 
flow than many comparable volumes. Almost all of the essays make 
worthwhile contributions to the questions they engage. Some of them offer 
brilliant short treatments of issues that deserve larger and more extensive 
treatments (e.g., Mankowski, Sutton, Berry). Overall, this book represents an 
important contribution to Catholic bioethical reflection on issues surrounding 
sex and the beginning of human life. Scholars and advanced students of moral 
theology will benefit from its multidisciplinary contributions. 
 

 JOHN S. GRABOWSKI  
 
 The Catholic University of America 

  Washington, D.C. 
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Reason Fulfilled by Revelation: The 1930s Christian Philosophy Debates in 

France. Edited and translated by GREGORY SADLER. Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2011. Pp. 336. $65.00 
(cloth). ISBN: 978-0-8132-1721-5. 

 
 This fine volume will be welcomed by those interested in the issue of 
“Christian philosophy” as it developed in the twentieth century, as well as 
those concerned with the issue of faith and reason generally. 
 Sadler’s book consists of a lengthy introduction and a set of translations, 
divided into three parts. The first, historical part of the introduction is 
designed to move the reader from the vague sense of the term “Christian 
philosophy,” found as early as Justin Martyr and Augustine, to the attempts in 
the 1930s to define it precisely. In the second part of the introduction, Sadler 
outlines the main positions taken for and against Christian philosophy in the 
French debates of the 1930s. It is important to do so, since Anglophone North 
Americans have been largely limited to viewing Christian philosophy as 
rendered by Étienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain, and, to a lesser degree, 
Fernand Van Steenberghen. Sadler introduces the thought of many of the 
participants in the debate.  
 The second and more important part of the volume consists in Sadler’s 
translations of twelve contributions by nine participants. The volume ends 
with a superb bibliography, set out chronologically, which lets the reader 
quickly get a feel for the breadth of the original debates as well as for the 
considerable body of work produced since then.  
 The focal points of the “debates” of the 1930s were two actual debates. 
The first was a session of the Societé française de Philosophie held on March 
21, 1931, devoted to “La notion de philosophie chrétienne.” This debate “was 
clearly set up by Xavier Léon to be primarily a tag-team bout between two 
rationalists and two Thomists” (40). Arguing against Christian philosophy 
were Émile Bréhier, whose history of philosophy had begun to appear in 
1927, and Léon Brunschvicg of the Sorbonne. Arguing for Christian Philoso-
phy were two of Brunschvicg’s students, Gilson and Maritain. Gilson had 
returned to the Sorbonne in 1921, founded the Institute of Mediaeval Studies 
in Toronto in 1929, and right after the debate, would deliver his Gifford 
Lectures, The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy. Maritain had begun teaching at 
the Institut catholique de Paris in 1914, had started the “Thomist Circle” with 
his wife Raissa in 1919, which made him a prominent public intellectual in 
France, and would publish The Degrees of Knowledge in 1932. 
 Brehier argued historically. When Augustine produced theology, he 
“spoiled” the gold of Greek philosophy so that there simply was no 
philosophy until the moderns separated it again from theology: “Christianity 
is essentially the mysterious history of the relations between God and man . . . 
which can only be revealed,” he said, while “the substance of philosophy is 
rationalism, i.e. the clear and distinct consciousness of reason that is in things 
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and in the universe” (50). Brunschvicg, the abler philosopher, added that the 
philosophy of Aquinas lacks the “properly rational meaning of philosophy . . . 
because the reason that precedes the 17th century had not yet arrived at 
maturity” (52). Catching “Christian philosophy” on the horns of a dilemma, 
he set out an argument that would be oft repeated:  “The author of a system 
of philosophy can assuredly be Christian, but this is only an accident without 
any relation to that philosophy, as we would say about the author of a treatise 
on mathematics or medicine” (51), a riposte that goes back to Feuerbach. 
 Gilson offered a kind of disputed question in support of the “notion” of 
Christian Philosophy, as a mean between pure rationalism and a Tertullian 
“theologism.” Christian philosophy “is the true meaning of St. Augustine’s 
credo ut intelligam and St. Anselm’s fides quaerens intellectum” (138-39), and 
is anything but accidental. The relation between “Christian” and “philosophy” 
is “intrinsic,” so “it is not enough that a philosophy be compatible with 
Christianity; it is necessary that Christianity have played an active role in the 
very establishment of that philosophy,” and “what is peculiar to the Christian 
is being convinced of the rational fertility of his faith” (ibid.). Gilson would 
offer historical evidence of this fertility in his Gifford Lectures and define 
Christian philosophy there as “every philosophy which, although keeping the 
two orders [of faith and reason] formally distinct, nevertheless considers 
Christian revelation as an indispensable auxiliary to reason.” For many years 
Gilson thought that these orders run on separate tracks in the mind of the 
Christian philosopher, though nourishing each other. But by the end of his 
career he had come to see that Aquinas’s theology “by its very nature includes 
not only in fact but necessarily a strictly rational philosophy.” So while Gilson 
earlier focused on Christianity as an origin, a kind of efficient cause, of 
Christian philosophy, in his later years he focused on the fact that Christian 
philosophy “is all natural knowledge taken into sacred science in view of its 
own end” (Thomism, 6th ed., 13-14). 
 Maritain took a “doctrinal” approach to Christian philosophy, based on 
Aquinas’s account of the intellectual powers of the soul and their habits. He 
distinguished between the “order of specification,” which makes Christian 
philosophy to be philosophy, and the order of exercise, “its state within the 
human subject at the historical period of its making.” Consequently, “the 
designation Christian which we apply to a philosophy does not refer to that 
which constitutes it in its philosophic essence” but rather to the concrete 
“manner in which men philosophize,” its “Christian state” (Essay on Christian 
Philosophy, in Sadler, 64-66). 
 Unfortunately, in his book Sadler does not translate the 1931 presentation 
of Brunschvicg, or anything by Maritain, which are of the highest quality—
probably in order to make room for other authors. Especially prominent 
among these is Maurice Blondel, who, elderly at 69 and blind since 1927, 
contributed an important letter (141-49) to the debate, one of four of his 
writings that Sadler translates. Blondel’s philosophy was a study of human 
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action, whose teleology requires that it move beyond the interior area of 
willing, through physical action in the world, toward an end as infinite as the 
power of the will itself. Blondel called his a “philosophy of insufficiency,” 
because out of its own resources the human mind cannot know or will such an 
infinite end. Philosophy shows us the necessity of saying yes or no to God, but 
it cannot carry us all the way to make that choice. Blondel therefore rejected 
the description “Christian philosophy” as insufficiently precise, and embraced 
a “Catholic philosophy” instead, for Catholicism is the end for which 
philosophy longs but cannot attain. Sadler also translates two works written in 
the period between the first and second debates: Gabriel Marcel’s stirring 
review of Gilson’s The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy (161-75) and Étienne 
Borne’s admonition that “Christian Philosophy” must be truly philosophical 
(176-81). 
 The second actual debate took place at Juvisy on September 11, 1933, at 
the meeting of the Société thomiste. The main speakers were Aimé Forest, 
who approached Christian philosophy historically, and A. R. Motte, who took 
a doctrinal approach. Sadler has translated neither of these pieces, which is 
particularly unfortunate in the case of Forest. Sadler’s reason for this choice is 
likely that this debate witnessed the emergence of a Catholic ‘anti-Christian 
Philosophy’ position, advocated by Pierre Mandonnet, O.P. This view was 
later developed by Fernand Van Steenberghen, in his report of the debate, and 
by Léon Noël, in his critical article “The Notion of Christian Philosophy,” 
both published in the Louvain journal Revue néo-scolastique de philosophie. 
The two Louvain philosophers adopted the conclusions and some of the 
arguments of the “rationalists” from two years earlier, though not their 
rejection of religion. Rather, they carefully compartmentalized Christianity 
away from philosophy. This fact may strike us as odd, eighty years on, but it 
can be explained if we take a slightly longer look at the issue of faith versus 
reason, of which the problem of Christian Philosophy was but one 
manifestation. 
 The story of Christian Philosophy began, as must all good things Catholic, 
with the Church Fathers. With the advent of biblical revelation, Tertullian (d. 
ca. 225) famously asked “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” Augustine 
(d. 431) replied with a spiritual reading of Scripture. Just as God allowed the 
Hebrews to “spoil” the gold of the Egyptians in their exodus from slavery 
(though they then sinned by having Aaron fashion the gold into a calf), so too 
the Christians could “spoil” the golden wisdom of the Greeks, as long as they 
would put it to a higher purpose. That purpose was the creation of theology, 
first pursued scripturally in the manner of the Benedictines, later 
“scientifically” in the manner of the university Schoolmen. And while 
philosophy as studied on its own in the arts faculty was conceived as a 
discipline outside theology, related as a “vassal” to his lord (Aquinas, I Sent., 
pro., q. 1), theology conceived as a “science” integrated philosophical 
reasoning into itself. Bonaventure (I Sent., pro., q. 1), for instance, described 
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the “subject” of theological science as the credibile ut factum intelligibile per 
additionem rationis, and Thomas Aquinas began his Summa theologiae with 
five philosophical “ways” to prove the very existence of God. Though the 
“classic” commentators on Aquinas separated their cursus philosophiae from 
their cursus theologiae, the Augustinian ideal held sway until Protestants 
revived Tertullianism. It is still unclear, for example, whether Luther hated 
Aristotle or the papacy more. 
 Hard on the heels of the Reformation came the scientific revolution, which 
utterly rejected Scholastic philosophy in favor of the “new science,” which in 
turn, with the advent of positivism, became the only science. So “modern” 
philosophy became its handmaid. Although a few Catholics were willing to 
cede philosophy to positive science, in a Counter-Reformation spirit they were 
determined to hang onto theology. When Leo XIII acceded to the papal 
throne in 1878, he laid the foundation for his program of revival with Aeterni 
Patris (1879), in which he exhorted his “venerable brother” bishops “to 
restore the golden wisdom of St. Thomas, and to spread it as far as [they 
could], for the safety and glory of the Catholic faith, for the good of society, 
and for the increase of all the sciences.” In response, Désiré (later Cardinal) 
Mercier of Louvain launched a program for putting Thomistic philosophy in 
dialogue with contemporary thought, by removing it from its theological 
home and making it  “autonomous,” a Kantian moral term for a freedom 
absolutely removed from all external strictures that is repeatedly applied to 
philosophy in these debates. So the pressing issue that brought forth the 1930s 
French debates was this: Can such an “autonomous” philosophy somehow 
also be connected with Christian faith? Mandonnet, Van Steenberghen, and 
Noël were unwilling to give up on the “autonomy” of philosophy. Gilson, 
Maritain, and Blondel knew that the exaggerated autonomy of philosophy had 
to be sacrificed for the greater good of Christian Philosophy, just as Kantian 
ethical autonomy must be sacrificed for the Ten Commandments and the 
natural law. 
 Sadler’s volume could have been improved in some ways. The translation, 
while generally good, contains occasional infelicities, such as “mind-set” for 
esprit (76). And Sadler could have offered us less Blondel and more Maritain, 
Brunschvicg, and Forest. But these blemishes are far outweighed by Sadler’s 
notable achievements. The “thematic introduction” and the translations put us 
right into the middle of the 1930s discussions. The bibliography is a great 
help. The topic of “Christian Philosophy,” while important in itself, is but one 
way the deep and perennial issue of faith and reason has been approached. 
Sadler knows this, and his book reminds us of it.  

 
R. E. HOUSER / JAMES D. CAPEHART  

 
 University of St. Thomas 

Houston, Texas 



304 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
Thomas Aquinas: Teacher and Scholar: The Aquinas Lectures at Maynooth. 

Volume 2: 2002-2010, ed. James McEvoy, Michael Dunne, and Julia 
Hynes. Dublin, Four Courts Press, 2012. Pp. 260. $74.50 (cloth). 
ISBN 978-1-84682-308-4. 

 
 The contributors to this second volume of Maynooth Aquinas Lectures are 
a combination of established experts and younger scholars. The book is 
dedicated to the memory of the late James McEvoy, former professor at 
Louvain, Belfast, and Maynooth, who inaugurated the series of lectures. The 
general title under which the lectures are presented is “St. Thomas Teacher 
and Scholar.” However, the twelve lectures range over a wide spec-trum of 
topics embracing various theological, philosophical, hermeneutical, and 
historical issues. Here I can only indicate samples of the richness of the 
material contained in the collection. 
 Liam Walsh provides an interesting “contemporary reading of what 
Thomas wrote on the Eucharist, a reading that is at once historically true to 
Thomas and has for its hermeneutical horizon the contemporary ecumenical 
debate” (15). He shows that Thomas is much more than “the doctor of 
transubstantiation.” Thomas clearly recognizes that the Church’s faith in the 
Eucharist can be expressed without the word “substance,” even though he 
considers it a most valuable concept in developing a theology of the Eucharist. 
 William Desmond has illuminating things to say about Thomas’s not widely 
known account of the beatitudes. There is much more to be said about the 
beatitudes than is available in a discussion of beatitude. But how should the 
beatitudes be dealt with philosophically and ethically, particularly today in an 
era of self-lacerating autonomy which repudiates them as sentimental wishful 
thinking? Thomas, according to Desmond’s perceptive commentary, shows 
that “the Beatitudes are concerned with that middle space between human 
virtue and what exceeds it, in terms of what is given from the divine source, 
inspiring and enabling a transcending beyond ourselves that is at the extreme” 
(32). 
  Several essays are concerned with a consideration of key concepts in 
Thomas’s metaphysics viewed in light of some more modern philosophical 
perspectives. Sarah Sharkey shows how “one of Edith Stein’s major projects 
was the appropriation of Thomistic categories for a phenomenologically 
grounded philosophical approach” (86). She argues convincingly, however, 
that Thomas and Stein diverged significantly in their metaphysical account of 
being. She compares, favorably, Thomas’s existential account of being in terms 
of the act of existence (esse) with Stein’s more essentialist account of “the 
meaning of being” in terms of “essential being.” 
 Thomas Kelly provides a robust and eloquent rebuttal of Heidegger’s 
account of Thomas’s Five Ways. It is a pity that his untimely death deprives us 
of further development of the lively ideas with which his article sparkles. 
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 In “Ontological Commitment and Thomistic Realism” Gavin Kerr, a 
younger scholar, emphasizes the importance of formal causation and not 
merely efficient causation in the cognitional relationship between object and 
subject. He provides an interesting metaphysically grounded defense of 
Thomistic realism against the claims of Kantian idealism. 
 Vivian Boland, an acknowledged expert on the subject, provides a stimu-
lating article entitled “Does God Think? Recent Work on Aquinas’ Doctrine 
of Divine Ideas” (120-34). Certainly God does not think if what is meant by 
thinking is a process of any kind—an unfolding realization. But of course he 
can be said to know all things. Boland elaborates the sense in which by one 
act, identical with his self-knowledge, God understands many things and 
understands himself to understand many things through his essence. As 
Pseudo-Dionysius helped Thomas to make clear, these divine ideas or 
exemplars are not platonic universals but ideas of existing things by which 
God predefines and produces all things. The truth and intelligibility of things 
is grounded in the fact that they are creatively thought by God. 
 Eleonore Stump addresses the argument from evil against the existence of 
God. She does so from the perspective of “The Problem of Suffering: A 
Thomistic Approach” (101-19). She formulates the problem in terms of 
suffering rather than evil because she contends that evil, whether natural or 
moral, is problematic only in terms of the suffering it causes. Concerning the 
problem of evil, what needs justification is God’s allowing the suffering of 
sentient creatures. However, in this article she explicitly confines her attention 
to the suffering of “adult human beings who are mentally fully functional” 
(102). She leaves for subsequent consideration the larger issue of the suffering 
of animals, infants, or adult human beings who are not fully mentally 
functional—surely a significant exclusion. However, within her self-imposed 
area of discussion she argues that such “a human being suffers when he is kept 
from being what he ought to be (i.e. in union with God) or when he is kept 
from having the desires of his heart, or both” (104). She indicates how for 
Thomas understanding God’s existence as compatible with human suffering is 
the best available means to defeat the evil of the suffering involved in the 
frustration of these distinctively human ends. On the more general issue of the 
problem of evil and the existence of God, I would like sometime to see a 
spirited defense of Thomas’s enigmatic contention that far from having to 
defend the existence of God in view of the reality of evil “it should be argued 
that because evil exists God exists” (ScG III, c. 71). 
 The centerpiece of this collection of essays, Denys Turner’s profound, 
sympathetic, and beautifully expressed account of “Thomas the Teacher” 
(135-51), addresses a key feature of the book’s title. Thomas was part of a 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century revolution in the understanding and study of 
theology, which broke from a traditional monastic style of theology as pri-
marily an integral part of a contemplative way of life. Thomas, as the Summa 
Theologiae indicates, was part of the new systematic approach to theology 
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involving “a conception of theology as teachable, portable and transferable, 
and of a university course in theology as training, whether for preaching or 
pastoral missions, or a step on the way to ecclesiastical preferment” (138). 
  Turner reflects on the striking fact that in contrast with the image of many 
contemporary professional theologians, Thomas in his role as teacher almost 
entirely disappears before the act of communication. He saw his role, not as a 
genius composing a masterpiece at which students were privileged eaves-
droppers, but as a teacher plotting a learning curve for beginners in the 
subject—for theological freshmen. 
 Turner sees it as characteristic of Thomas’s personal holiness that as a 
teacher he performs a striking disappearing act. He comes into the open 
personally only very rarely and then only when “the defence of his students, 
or the integrity of the teaching role itself, demanded it” (144). The personal 
absence of Thomas from his recorded teaching gives us, according to Turner, 
an insight into how he conceived the act of teaching: “To teach is to cast light 
for others, which you can only do insofar as your act of teaching is invisible 
and does not stand in the way of the light that you cast; there is a sort of 
necessary self-denial required of the teacher who wishes contemplata aliis 
tradere, a self denial which is a condition of true lucidity” (146). It is this 
characteristic self-effacement of Thomas which enables the remarkable lucidity 
of his teaching. This teaching proceeded generously and selflessly from his 
own contemplation to which it returned, in silence, at the end of his life in an 
experience where finally words failed him. 
 Julia Hynes provides a fine article on Thomistic moral philosophy whose 
title aptly summarizes its content: “Virtue Theory: A Defence against 
Consequentialism and Deontology in the Medical Arena” (184-211). With 
careful analysis and illuminating examples, she makes a good case that the 
virtue theory defended by Thomas, when used in medical practice as a 
foundational ethic, is superior to the claims of the alternative ethical theories 
of consequentialism and deontology. 
 The book also includes three interesting and more historical scholarly 
essays: (1) Philip Rosemann: “Sacra Pagina or scientia divina? Peter Lombard, 
Thomas Aquinas and the Nature of the Theological Project” (50-70); (2) John 
Boyle: “Aquinas’ Lost Roman Commentary: An ‘Historical Detective Story’” 
(71-84); (3) Declan Lawell: “Ecstasy and the Intellectual Dionysianism of 
Thomas Aquinas and Albert the Great” (155-83).  
 This is a splendid and wide-ranging collection of essays about Thomas that 
will be of interest not only to Thomistic scholars but to anyone seeking to 
sample the nature of his thought, its context, and its contemporary relevance. 
 

PATRICK MASTERSON  
 
 University College Dublin 

  Dublin, Ireland 
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Virtue and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism. Edited 

by PAUL BLACKLEDGE and KELVIN KNIGHT. Notre Dame, Ind.: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2011. Pp. 384. $40.00 (paper). ISBN 
978-0-268-02225-9. 

 
 Alasdair MacIntyre has been instrumental in the revival of an Aristotelian 
approach to ethics over the last few decades. Moreover, his intellectual and 
spiritual journey has been remarkable, from Marxism, to Aristotelianism, to 
Thomism. One of the constants throughout this journey is the fact that 
MacIntyre has always abided in traditions that insist that ethics cannot be 
divorced from politics. This leads us to wonder about the political content of 
MacIntyre’s ethical thought. At the same time, the arc of his development 
prompts questions about the relationship of his current position to his 
previous ones: how do MacIntyre’s current Thomism and Aristotelianism 
relate to his Marxism, for example? Does Marxism persist in his current 
thought, and if so what are its political implications? In turn, the appearance 
of After Virtue led some commentators to brand MacIntyre a communitarian 
whose main interest is in combating liberal democratic individualism with a 
conservative emphasis on community and a concomitant, impractical rejection 
of modernity. This point, along with his famous conclusion at the end of After 
Virtue, has led to the charge of political pessimism. Some of the contributors 
to the present volume have been instrumental in bringing to light a more 
accurate and nuanced reading of MacIntyre’s thought, one that could be 
labeled “revolutionary Thomism” (290). This point leads to a final question: 
in what way (if at all) can we describe MacIntyre’s political thought as 
revolutionary? Virtue and Politics explores all these questions from a variety of 
perspectives. It also contains MacIntyre’s illuminating response to the 
volume’s essays, which helps us understand his own sense of these questions. 
 It is difficult to give an adequate sense of the richness and diversity of the 
essays in this volume, which wrestles with all of these questions. In their 
introduction, the editors argue that what unites the volume’s contributors is 
the belief that “MacIntyre’s focus on ethical forms of resistance to capitalism 
and the state has created a space for a dialogue about the relevance of his 
thought to contemporary progressive politics” (6). Much also divides them, 
including not only different assessments of MacIntyre’s ability to advance the 
goals of progressive politics but also their divergent assessments of the 
relationship among the different streams of thought that inform that politics: 
Marxism to the Enlightenment; Stalinism to Leninism; Trotskyism to other 
strands of Marxism including Marxist Humanism; liberalism to libertarianism; 
as well as liberalism to Pocock’s and Skinner’s different republicanisms. 
Reading this volume opens a window not only onto the debates around 
MacIntyre’s political thought, but also onto many of the important political 
doctrines of the last century. 
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 The contributions are uniformly excellent, but not uniform in their 
judgment about the worth of MacIntyre’s project. Alex Callinicos (“Two 
Cheers for Enlightenment Universalism: Or, Why It’s Hard to Be an 
Aristotelian Revolutionary”) criticizes MacIntyre from an Enlightenment 
perspective. Sean Sayers (“MacIntyre and Modernity”) criticizes him from the 
perspective of modernity and argues that the different strands of his thought 
cannot “satisfactorily be combined together” (79). For reasons of space I will 
limit my summary to a few of the most outstanding sympathetic contributions. 
 Kelvin Knight’s “Revolutionary Aristotelianism” is noteworthy, not least 
for its ability to convince people to read MacIntyre as something more than a 
conservative communitarian who rejects modernity. Knight articulates 
MacIntyre’s conception of practices on the way to arguing that he is a 
revolutionary Aristotelian who articulates a politics that resists capitalism and 
clears a space for virtue. Virtue should be understood as embodied in 
practices, and practices always have internal goods associated with them. 
Practices also are sustained by goods external to them (including money, 
power, and status), doled out as rewards. Institutions often deal only with 
external goods and for that reason undermine a practice’s internal goods. 
According to Knight, MacIntyre believes that in contemporary Western 
societies both the state and its economic system promote external goods that 
systematically foster injustice and exploitation. In response, what is required is 
a “politics of self-defense,” says MacIntyre. The dominant order cannot be 
reformed. Rather, people must find ways for “local communities to survive by 
sustaining a life of the common good against the disintegrating forces of the 
nation-state and the market” (31). 
 Émile Perreau-Saussine’s essay is a thought-provoking treatment of 
MacIntyre’s relationship to Marxism. Marxism, Perreau-Saussine argues, 
could not find a way out of a kind of Machiavellianism, and neither could 
Rawls’s neo-Kantian individualism. Intriguingly he argues that postmodernism 
is a new style of Marxism: “The correct response to Stalinist utilitarianism was 
not the neo-Kantianism of Rawls but a critique of Enlightenment Reason. 
Marxism, based on the glorification of rationalism, was abolished in favour of 
political irrationalism. No longer sciences, but Life! No longer Reason, but 
Will! No longer ‘Marx,’ but ‘Nietzsche’!” (143). MacIntyre responded to this 
crisis in a different direction: by seeking to revive Aristotelianism, and even 
neo-Thomism (146). His political thought points in the direction of the need 
to examine with renewed depth and rigor the questions of nature and human 
being. In Perreau-Saussine’s reading, MacIntyre’s ethical thought points not 
merely to politics but also to the need for philosophical anthropology and 
ontology. 
 Sante Maletta’s essay is one of the few that tackles the question of the 
relationship of MacIntyre’s interest in a Catholic version of natural law to his 
political thought. He points out that for MacIntyre there is a disjunction 
between what we might originally desire and the human good we should want 
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in order to flourish. Our desires have to be “redirected and transformed” 
(177). In order to achieve that goal, one would have to refer to “some 
conception of human flourishing and to some single final end, which is 
revealed in the way in which we organize the multiple goods we pursue” 
(178). Adequate reflection on this question requires inquiry and dialogue, and 
Maletta argues that for MacIntyre the “precepts for practical enquiry are the 
precepts of the natural law” (180). Refusal of the natural law leads to a kind 
of moral irrationality and “self-frustration” (182) for various reasons. The 
natural law subverts the existing political order in the West because it shows 
the ways the modern state and its economy cannot guarantee the practical 
rationality on which a genuine common good depends (190). Positively, the 
natural law allows us to seek “an overall idea of community, which is 
informed by a shared conception of the ultimate human good” (192).  
 Peter McMylor’s “Compartmentalization and Social Roles: MacIntyre’s 
Critical Theory of Modernity” situates MacIntyre’s thought in relation to 
sociology. MacIntyre believes sociology is significant not only in “its insights 
into the modern world but also in the way in which it provides a mode of 
modernity’s self-interpretation” (230). He draws on Goffman’s work on the 
self in relation to its compartmentalized social roles. Due to the fact that 
individual lives are parceled out among often competing social roles, 
increasingly there is no place where questions about “the whole shape and 
direction of a life can be raised” (235). McMylor concludes that MacIntyre’s 
Aristotelian-Thomist conception of human nature can take human beings 
beyond the pathos of this situation (240). 
 Knight’s “Virtue, Politics and History” is a masterful parsing of the 
distinction among various strains of contemporary political thought. He 
helpfully distinguishes the ways the republican tradition differs from 
Aristotelianism as well as liberalism. He investigates Hayek’s account of 
spontaneous order as a wellspring of liberal theory as well, showing how 
Hayek rejects a sense of shared purposes and provides a consequentialist 
justification of the economic order that defeated republican political economy 
and state socialism (267). MacIntyre wants a politics of virtue, but 
understands that one cannot impose it through state fiat as the Jacobins 
thought (285). In contrast to both republican theorists and libertarians, 
MacIntyre advocates a local community that is “fully intentional” (287). 
“Within such a community, action can be ethically educative in a way that 
may be impossible when its effects are unknowable. Actions here can also be 
veritably political, in that they can be purposefully coordinated towards finite 
and knowable common goods” (ibid.). In such communities, rules are 
understood to be directed to the common good, and this limits the scope of 
the political community” (289). 
 These highlights give some sense of the illuminating, informative, and 
provocative character of the essays in this volume. MacIntyre’s concluding 
essay is entitled, “Where We Were, Where We Are, and Where We Need to 
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Be,” and it provides an indispensable guide to reflecting on the issues and 
questions raised in the volume as well as to understanding more fully Mac-
Intyre’s motivations and intellectual development. It is clear that he still owes 
much of his critique of contemporary capitalism and liberal democracy to 
Marxism (see, for instance, 315-17). Yet he also articulates clearly the ways his 
own Marxist humanism reached a dead-end when he confronted the need to 
issue a moral critique of Stalinism within the limits of the Marxist tradition. 
Specifically, he realized he needed to articulate the connection between right 
action and desire as exemplified in historical social relationships. “What I did 
not understand was to achieve this I needed a conception of those goods at 
which, in different contexts, desire aims, of the relationships of individual 
goods to common goods, and of the human good to which these are ordered” 
(314). He offers some helpful clarifications of his political thought, which 
echo the most perceptive essays in the volume. He explains why his political 
thought is neither conservative nor pessimistic. First, he clarifies the ways his 
politics is revolutionary. Most importantly, it is informed by a vivid sense of 
what can be accomplished in the present order. His political thought is 
revolutionary precisely in its insistence on localism, he says. Indeed, politics 
might lose its revolutionary character to the extent to which it insists on 
widespread social reform in the same modes as the practices it seeks to 
overturn. Second, he contrasts characterizations of his pessimism with an 
account of hope. Unlike confidence, he says, to hope “is always to go beyond 
what there is sufficiently good reason to expect. . . . Hope allows us to be fully 
aware of what we would be rationally justified in expecting and yet to hope 
for far more than that. Hope is a theological virtue” (333). Insofar as they are 
anti-theological, Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment views of the world 
leave no room for hope. If there is a gap in this volume, MacIntyre’s 
conclusion points to its remedy: there can be no adequate account of his 
current political thought that does not take seriously his Christian faith and its 
implications for convivial practice. 
  

THOMAS W. SMITH  
 

 Villanova University 

  Villanova, Pennsylvania 
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Thomism and Tolerance. BY JOHN F. X. KNASAS. Scranton, Pa.: University of 

Scranton Press, 2011. Pp. 168. $20.00 (paper). ISBN 978-1-58966-
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 Thomism and Tolerance, John Knasas writes on the book’s first page, is 
something of a sequel to his 2003 book, Being and Some Twentieth-Century 
Thomists. The earlier volume explored the centrality of the notion of being to 
Thomism since the Leonine revival, while the new book extends this theme to 
ethics, particularly to the moral status of tolerance. The new book also shares 
the earlier one’s polemical concern to defend “existential” Thomism against 
not only its Aristotelian and transcendental Thomist rivals but also against 
various non-Thomist modern theories connected to classical and contem-
porary liberalism, pragmatism, and existentialism. While the book is directed 
both ad intra and ad extra, one senses a certain priority in the concern to 
address the Thomist audience. Toleration is often regarded as a signal 
achievement of modernity, so it is important for Thomists to understand that 
it has roots in Thomism itself and that a certain kind of Thomism is best at 
explaining this and defending it against Thomism’s modern critics.  
 The book’s (brief) first four chapters lay out a philosophical basis in 
Aquinas for tolerance, and the much lengthier fifth and sixth chapters engage 
with rival philosophical theories and with the issue of cultural pluralism. 
Knasas’s basic argument is that Thomistic natural law is a better ground for 
tolerance than any other ethical tradition (5). Tolerance, moreover, is not 
mutual indifference, but what Knasas calls “fraternal” (6, 63, 73, 84), a 
“sympathetic,” “engaged,” “respectful,” attitude itself grounded in the 
bedrock of all morality, a “psychology” that sees man first and foremost as 
“intellector of being” (1, 7, 41). Human dignity is rooted in man’s rational 
nature, and rationality is itself grounded in “the more profound understanding 
of the human as intellector” (13). “Intellection” is understood to mean 
“intuition or contemplation,” what Aquinas calls intellectus and (although 
Knasas does not mention this) Aristotle calls nous. It is the intellect’s 
apprehension of being itself, which Knasas follows Gerald Phelan and Joseph 
Owens in characterizing as “sameness-in-difference,” that is most important: 
“[t]o apprehend being is to experience an earthquake in one’s intellectual life” 
(15). Nevertheless, the abstraction of being can “lie unnoticed in the depths of 
our conscious life” while still “having conscious effects” (16, 83), and its 
importance transcends one’s actual response to it: “[i]t is there when one is 
moral; it is there when one is immoral. It is there when one is philosophically 
correct and when one is incorrect” (7, 41, cf. 90-91). 
 The intellection of being undergirds moral reasoning by way of the 
convertibility of being and goodness: the ratio boni/ratio entis is the object of 
the first principle of practical reason (18-20). What is lovable in human beings 
is “the notion of being” (23, 67); a human being is “an epiphany of the good” 
(37). Morality concerns how one relates to intellectors of being as objects of 
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respect: killing, theft, and lying are all disrespectful of that object, and such 
disrespect is ultimately disrespect of the good itself; similar things could be 
said of fornication, adultery, and contraception (22, 50). Knasas accordingly 
reformulates the first principle of practical reason as “Be respectful and 
solicitous of intellectors of being” (24, 25, 49, 67), and “oughtness” itself is a 
function of this status (31, 45; cf. 79), which is often unconscious or inchoate 
(33, 47). This basis of ethics is compatible with moral ignorance, given 
Aquinas’s accounts of error (about both speculative and practical principles 
and precepts) in both his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the 
“Treatise on Law” in the Summa theologiae. Moreover, “few grasp that that 
[obligatory] respect stems from the human’s status as an intellector of being” 
(40). 
 The social nature of human beings is also grounded in the intellection of 
being since one naturally wants to be with others who are also “voices” of 
being, and society requires mutual goodwill and thus tolerance (45-46). The 
commitment to a primitive intellection of being as universal common ground, 
conscious or not, Knasas argues, grounds a necessary commitment to tolerance 
and dialogue. How individual persons and whole cultures live out the content 
of the natural law varies in its specifics from time to time and place to place 
and this analogy plays an important role in moral and cultural evaluation, as 
well as rendering intelligible the fact of human diversity, a diversity that 
coexists with certain moral absolutes (49-50, 57).  
 Knasas argues that most of Thomism’s contemporary rivals offer less 
successful defenses of tolerance. Mill’s utilitarianism fails because hedonist 
psychology cannot yield the sort of altruism embodied in the “greatest 
happiness” principle (66-67). Kantianism fails because the categorical 
imperative itself either violates the autonomy of the will and acts as a force for 
heteronomy, or the will legislates purely for itself and cannot be said strictly to 
be subject to the moral law (69-70). Knasas argues that Aquinas would reject 
Kant’s characterization of human beings as “self-legislating” in favor of the 
charactization “self-determining,” with freedom understood as “guided” by 
God’s providence (71-72). The latter formulations avoid Kant’s antinomies 
while better grounding human dignity. 
 It is to John Rawls that Knasas devotes the most space in this chapter. 
Rawls’s project never really gets off the ground since the notion of human 
dignity is never adequately established. Rawls’s claim that political liberalism 
is a free-standing doctrine cannot be sustained: either human dignity is rooted 
in a comprehensive doctrine or liberalism itself collapses (75). Moreover, 
when Rawls gets closer to the specific question of tolerance, which is 
explained in terms of political liberalism’s concept of the moral powers of the 
person, Knasas finds this similarly ungrounded: tolerance is ultimately rooted 
in a fear of conflict (80-81, 84). Thomist tolerance by contrast is a positive 
fraternal doctrine rooted in the status of the person as intellector of being. 
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The criticisms of Rawls apply a fortiori to Rorty, who, given the premises of 
his views, can “[a]t best . . . only . . . hope for tolerance” (87).  
 Apart from specific philosophical rivals, Knasas also addresses some 
standard charges against Thomism related to tolerance. Here he rehearses 
some of what Aquinas says about the limits of criminal legislation, but also 
suggests some ways that law can encourage a healthier moral environment 
while respecting tolerance. Knasas also treats the objection that Aquinas 
opposed religious toleration in the case of heretics and Jews. With respect to 
the former Knasas’s reply is historical: Aquinas saw the heretic as analogous to 
one who commits treason, and, given the lack of differentiation between state 
and society in the medieval period, the analogy was quite close. This is no 
longer the case (94). Most of Knasas’s discussion of Aquinas and the Jews is a 
critique of John Y. B. Hood’s Aquinas and the Jews (1995), which Knasas 
thinks is marred by inattention to precisely how Aquinas understood the 
beliefs of Jews. For Aquinas, those Jews who are subject to punishment must 
know Jesus’s messianic status and willfully reject him, which would be like 
heresy. The strictures would not apply to ordinary Jews (96). 
 The book’s last chapter treats cultural identity and pluralism. Knasas argues 
that Thomistic natural law makes better sense of these phenomena than do 
competing traditions. The basic issue is the legitimacy of a kind of pluralism 
that is consistent with Aquinas’s metaphysics and psychology. The variety of 
saints in the history of the Church provides a paradigm for cultural pluralism 
(110-11). At the same time the maintenance of cultural and national identity 
must not veer into dangerous right-wing nationalism. The balance is 
maintained again by “[f]idelity to the intuition of being” as the basis of both 
identity and tolerance (113). After a lengthy discussion of Christopher 
Dawson’s cultural anthropology as an exemplar of this view, Knasas criticizes 
a number of different views. Tracey Rowland’s radically countercultural 
stance fails the Thomist duty of engagement and dialogue and threatens a 
“ghetto Catholicism” (128); Alasdair MacIntyre’s account of tradition fails to 
see that there is a tradition-neutral standpoint grounded in “the notion of 
being” (132; cf. 47, 82); and David Schindler’s critique of liberalism’s self-
understanding as neutral relative to Rawlsian “comprehensive doctrines” is 
itself based on Henri de Lubac’s thought, which is informed by transcendental 
Thomism (136), making it (and all three of these views) more vulnerable to 
skepticism than is Knasas’s existential Thomism.  
 Knasas has done Thomism a service by challenging casual misconceptions 
about Aquinas’s views. At the same time, his treatment of toleration itself 
leaves one somewhat unsatisfied. Little space is devoted to the analysis of the 
most relevant texts and their interpretation, as Manfred Svensson pointed out 
recently in these pages (“A Defensible Conception of Tolerance in Aquinas,” 
The Thomist 75 [2011]: 292). Knasas addresses the issue by way of his 
metaphysical and psychological point about intellection of being and its 
implications for (a) a society of intellectors of being, (b) the importance of 
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dialogue, and (c) the analogous character of moral life as grounded in man’s 
status as intellector of being. The inferences from the metaphysical and 
psychological theses, which are frequently repeated, to conclusions about 
practical ethics seem all too quick, however. One might have approached all 
this more directly by way of the texts on the nature of religious faith and the 
legitimacy of coercion and the conditions under which it is licit. One can find 
such an approach in, for example, Maritain, Murray, and Finnis. Knasas does 
not address them on these points (save for a footnote on Murray), but his view 
would seem to be that their views are insufficiently rooted in either 
psychology or metaphysics. This is perhaps a more immediately salient issue 
ad intra than ad extra, where one wonders how helpful a starting point it is. 
He does address other Thomists, for example, Rowland, MacIntyre, and 
Schindler. However, his engagements here are brief and largely confined to 
criticism on metaphysical and epistemological issues. This seems particularly 
unfortunate in the case of MacIntyre, who has written much on questions 
related to philosophical dialogue and its relationship to cultural and political 
discussion, including the issue of toleration itself. This important work of 
MacIntyre is simply not addressed. 
 Related to this, Knasas’s engagements with rival philosophical accounts of 
tolerance do not always model the virtue he seeks to defend. His criticisms of 
utilitarianism and Kantianism are not prosecuted in anything like the detail 
that one would expect. Decisive refutations are accomplished in a few 
paragraphs. Moreover, Knasas operates here at the most general level of 
ethical theory, largely bypassing his rivals’ actual discussions of tolerance. 
Neither does he engage with their most able contemporary interpreters. The 
much lengthier discussion of Rawls does contain some interesting material; 
however, the criticism that Rawlsian tolerance is rooted in soil no deeper than 
fear of conflict seems somewhat unfair. While Knasas may be right that 
Rawls’s argument for an “overlapping consensus” of reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines, that is a consensus on moral principles, is too demanding, 
and that the most we can hope for is a mere “modus vivendi” (81-82), he 
never discusses Rawls’s arguments that the consensus must indeed be rooted 
ultimately in the comprehensive doctrines themselves (see Rawls, Political 
Liberalism, expanded edition, p. 169). This is certainly problematic for other 
reasons, but it also goes beyond mere fear of conflict. 
 Some of Knasas’s formulations are also a bit odd: “what we primarily love” 
is “the notion of being” (twice on 67, cf. 132). He puts great emphasis on the 
convertibility of being and goodness, so that is relevant here, but to describe 
the object of love as a “notion” seems to muddy things considerably. This also 
leads to his explanation of one’s love of one’s own community and willingness 
to sacrifice for it: “this notion [being] has a greater presence in the multitude 
than in the individual, so it can quite understandably lead to a moral 
injunction of self-sacrifice for one’s society” (67). One is tempted to respond 
here that it could “quite understandably lead to a moral injunction of self-
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sacrifice” for any society, or, more understandably, for the biggest society one 
can find. But the main problem here is that the phrase “intellector of being” is 
often wielded rather bluntly and this threatens to make it simply a kind of 
slogan. It appears over and over again as the answer to problems without 
much in the way of explanation. It is not at all clear how most non-Thomists 
could find this persuasive. Not that one should expect miracles: there are no 
silver bullets and no way to deal with the deep theoretical, moral, and cultural 
disagreements that beset us save through patient continuing argument. There 
is, a propos of this, a generosity evident in Knasas’s “fraternal” approach, the 
exposition of which is one of the book’s virtues. At the same time one wishes 
this admirable spirit had led to more in the way of detailed explanation of and 
engagement with the work of others.  
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Origen and Scripture: The Contours of the Exegetical Life. By PETER W. 

MARTENS. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. Pp. xii + 280. 
$125.00 (cloth). ISBN 978-0-19-963955-7. 

 
 In this book, Peter Martens urges us to think of Origen’s biblical exegesis, 
not merely as an academic task that Origen undertook in service to Christian 
scholarship, but as a way of life. Martens is indebted to Pierre Hadot’s 
understanding of ancient philosophy as a “way of life” that is fully integrated 
within a set of practices that enable the philosopher to live well and prepare 
for death. In Origen’s case, this means envisioning the work of the biblical 
interpreter as a privileged mode of participating in the drama of salvation in 
Christ Jesus. 
 Among Christians, Origen distinguishes between the simpliciores and those 
who are learned. Those who would be learned must study philosophy, 
philology, and the other disciplines, and must then make use of these 
disciplines in scriptural study. Origen’s own learning in these disciplines was 
recognized by Porphyry, who in fact criticized Origen for putting his erudition 
to Christian use. Martens rightly corrects Frances Young’s contention that 
Origen considered biblical and classical learning to be rival options. He 
devotes a full chapter to the philology in which Origen was expert and in 
which he expected his students to be expert: text criticism; analysis of 
historical, logical, and factual accuracy (which required scientific and cultural 
knowledge); and literary and etymological analysis. Literary analysis especially 



316 BOOK REVIEWS 
 
provided Origen with an opening for allegory; things like disruptions in 
literary sequence are signals, Origen thinks, that an allegorical meaning is 
intended. He assumes that the things described in the Old Testament prefigure 
things in the New, and the things described in the New Testament prefigure 
things in the Church or in eternal life. Philology thus plays a necessary role 
not only in determining the literal meaning of Scripture but also in 
determining the allegorical meaning.  
 As Martens goes on to show, for Origen the Greco-Roman disciplines 
could not simply have originated in the minds of human teachers. Rather, 
Origen traces all wisdom back to God (Mind) and to God’s Word or Son. God 
not only stands as the origin of all wisdom but also sustains all activity of 
created rationality. God revealed certain truths to Greek philosophers such as 
Plato, and Greek philosophers also borrowed from King Solomon. Origen 
insists, too, that allegory is not a Greek invention but rather belongs to 
Scripture itself, as Paul’s letters especially show. Scriptural interpretation, 
therefore, requires both literal and allegorical reasoning. 
 As Martens observes, scriptural study constitutes part of the ascetical life 
recommended by Origen. Humans tend to cleave to creatures, but since God 
is incorporeal, the ascetical path involves raising the mind from creatures to 
God. For Origen, minds were originally created without bodies but fell into 
bodiliness due to a primordial turning away from contemplation of God. In 
this fallen state, minds remain distracted by corporeal things. Scriptural study, 
however, means that the exegete has turned away from worldly matters and 
instead has begun to concern himself with God, just as the Israelites fled from 
Egyptian slavery to worship God at Sinai. By studying God’s Word in 
Scripture, Christians also make their faith more rational in the sense of being 
possessed more intelligently. 
 Martens sympathetically treats Origen’s polemics against Gnostics and 
Jews. Against the Gnostics—Valentinus, Basilides, and Marcion—Origen sees 
himself as a loyal representative of the Church. In his view, the Gnostics’ main 
problems are a poor philological grasp of Scripture and “a dualistic account of 
God and a deterministic theory of rational nature” (115). They reject the (Old 
Testament) Creator as an evil God, opposed to the perfect God of Jesus 
Christ. They also argue that humans lack free will and instead are pre-
determined either toward good or toward evil. Origen rejects these dualisms 
and argues that the Gnostics have exchanged the apostolic rule of faith for 
ideas whose sources are pagan. He levels a different critique against the Jews. 
Their exegesis is fine on a philological level, but they fail because they do not 
see how the law and the prophets prefigure and culminate in Jesus Christ. As 
Martens points out, Origen was not only familiar with the Judaism of 
Alexandria and Caesarea, but even respectful of it insofar as he often 
“borrowed their interpretations and hermeneutical principles” (139). Origen’s 
charge that Jewish exegetes read Scripture solely according to the letter has 
seemed prima facie unfair to many scholars: after all, Origen also accepted the 



 BOOK REVIEWS 317 
 
literal sense, and Jewish exegetes frequently made use of allegory. Martens 
clarifies that Origen is objecting to two specific literal interpretations, namely, 
commitment to the literal practice of the Mosaic Law and denial that the Law 
and prophets prefigure the Messiah Jesus. 
 Martens notes that Origen is also reacting, both against Ebionite Christians 
who accepted Jesus as the Messiah but advocated a literal observance of the 
Mosaic Law, and against Christians who denied that the Torah retains any 
value. When arguing with the latter, Origen insists that Christians observe the 
Mosaic Law in its spiritual sense. Origen also has to respond to the pagan 
Celsus who pilloried both Jews and Christians for their wrangling about 
whether Jesus was the Messiah. For Origen, Jewish and Christian exegetes 
agree about many things but disagree about whether Jesus fulfilled the 
messianic prophecies. With respect to some passages, Origen argues that a 
literal reading favors the Christian view, while with respect to other passages, 
he admits that a literal reading favors the Jewish view (since the wolf does not 
now literally lie down with the lamb, for example). In the latter cases, Origen 
holds that the Jewish exegetes have not recognized the spiritual sense of the 
prophecy: for example, Jesus establishes a spiritual kingdom rather than a 
literal, temporal kingdom. The one who reveals the spiritual sense of the 
Mosaic Law is Jesus himself, through his teaching in his earthly ministry. An 
example of this is Jesus’ interpretation of the food laws (cf. Matt 15:11). The 
key point, for Martens, is that Origen does not condemn all Jewish exegesis as 
literalist but only the Jewish exegesis implicated in the rejection of Jesus as the 
Messiah who has fulfilled the Mosaic Law and revealed its spiritual meaning. 
 When Origen describes Ebionite beliefs, he notes that they divide over the 
question of whether Jesus was born of a virgin, and they also reject Paul’s 
letters. The Ebionites and Jewish exegetes agree in holding that the literal 
observance of the Mosaic Law is still necessary. Origen’s critique of Jewish 
exegesis is at times explicitly aimed at the Ebionites within his congregation. 
Origen thinks that the Ebionites have not taken seriously enough Jesus’ 
teachings about the Mosaic Law. Yet Origen knows that Peter and Paul, 
among others, followed Jesus while still often keeping the Mosaic Law in its 
literal sense. This shows, says Origen, that Jesus did not come in order to 
denigrate the law; rather, Jesus chose to convey the true meaning of the 
Mosaic Law to his disciples after his Resurrection and by means of the Holy 
Spirit. Nor do Christians who read the Mosaic Law spiritually thereby despise 
the Law. On the contrary, both Jesus and Paul exemplified the practice of 
allegorical interpretation of the Mosaic Law. In Origen’s view, Moses and the 
prophets already knew this spiritual sense that is embedded in their writings. 
 In his eighth chapter, Martens turns more specifically to the virtues of the 
Christian interpreter. Vices prevent the exegete from contemplating God 
through the words of Scripture, since vices pull the exegete toward the flesh 
rather than allowing him to perceive spiritual things. Not only philological 
learning but also moral virtue is necessary to be able to interpret passages in 
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Scripture (for example, about the New Jerusalem) in a properly spiritual 
manner. The model of a Christian interpreter is the apostle John, whose 
closeness to Jesus indicates the path that all exegetes must follow. Martens 
surveys a variety of exegetical virtues proposed by Origen, including such 
virtues as the need to read closely and fairly. Scripture contains difficult 
passages in order to challenge the exegete and to inspire humble faith and 
trust in God. God will in due time illuminate the passage for the faithful 
exegete, so that exegesis itself involves religious experience. Exegesis requires 
begging God for assistance, praying for spiritual gifts, and asking other 
Christians for their prayers. In his treatise On Prayer, Martens observes, 
Origen suggests that it is best to pray to God through Christ rather than 
praying to Christ, although Origen himself sometimes prays to Christ. 
 In conjunction with the human authors, the Holy Spirit is the author of 
Scripture. By communicating the message of Scripture, the provident God 
exercises his care for human beings. Indeed, every detail of Scripture, like 
every detail of creation, has a provident intent: the various senses of Scripture, 
for example, serve to edify readers in three spiritual stages, from simple 
readers to those who are attaining perfection. God feeds and heals us through 
his Word in Scripture, by which he raises our minds to him and makes 
possible our ascent. Scripture has one unifying message, one harmony that 
unites its diverse voices: Christ the incarnate Word, to whom we must be 
configured. Scriptural teaching has both moral and doctrinal components, and 
the teaching of Scripture can be clearly known through the apostolic rule of 
faith, whose contents are carefully enumerated by Origen (for example, in On 
First Principles). Scripture constitutes a powerful tool for moral conversion, 
for training in wisdom.  
 The journey toward the full configuration of our minds to the Word and, 
through him, to God the Father, continues after death, in Origen’s view. Only 
Jesus’ soul never fell from contemplating and cleaving to the Word. All other 
souls fell, accounting for the diverse conditions of rational creatures. Given 
the inexhaustible spiritual richness of Scripture, scriptural interpretation 
provides a mode of beginning to reverse this fall. The scriptural interpreter 
once again trains his mind upon the Word. The next life will deepen and 
extend this curriculum in a lengthy, progressive ascent aided by direct 
encounter with the Word, who will train humans to perceive God the Father. 
 Martens concludes by pondering the difference between this view of the 
biblical interpreter’s task as a way of life or spiritual exercise—a view that 
shaped biblical interpretation for many centuries—and the contemporary view 
of biblical scholarship. As Martens puts it, “It seems to me that the challenge 
Origen presents to Christian theologians and biblical scholars today is whether 
they wish to join him in contextualizing the project of biblical scholarship 
within the Christian drama of salvation” (246). Speaking for myself, the 
answer is definitely yes.  
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 It is noteworthy in this regard that this book originated as a dissertation 
under the direction of Fr. Brian Daley, for whom Martens also edited a 
festschrift. The balance that Martens’s Origen proposes between scholarly 
expertise and spiritual exercise reminds one of Brian Daley. Similarly, 
Martens’s book is an exemplar of scholarly balance: he does not propose 
controversial theses but instead seeks carefully to integrate various aspects of 
Origen’s project into a coherent whole. The book itself is much like the 
Origen whom it recommends. This is high praise. The drawback perhaps is 
that the controversial aspects of Origen’s project come across a bit muted: for 
instance, his subordination of the Word to God the Father, his account of 
preexistent souls and of the pedagogical restoration of all souls, and so forth. 
Martens discusses these aspects of Origen’s thought, but he does not grapple 
with the problems that thereby arise for Origen’s theology of the apostolic 
rule of faith. Others, however, have taken on the task of situating Origen’s 
thought vis-à-vis the Church’s doctrine, and so Martens’s book serves us well 
by giving us Origen the scholar who, without compromising his scholarship, 
found in the very practice of Christian scholarship a path of configuration to 
Christ Jesus. 
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Personalist Bioethics: Foundations and Applications. By ELIO SGRECCIA. 

Philadelphia: The National Catholic Bioethics Center, 2012. Pp. 838. 
$79.95 (paper). ISBN: 978-0-935372-63-2. 

 
 The breadth and depth of research in Elio Sgreccia’s Personalistic Bioethics 
make this translation of his impressively multidisciplinary work a great 
contribution to bioethics in the English-speaking world. A synthesis of the 
history of medicine and science, and of philosophy and theology as they 
influenced the science of bioethics, this tome is primarily meant to be a critical 
analysis of false solutions to major ethical and scientific problems facing 
humanity today. The author proposes a Thomistic philosophy of nature and 
metaphysics as the foundation for an authentic bioethics. He observes that the 
moral problems flowing from a secular bioethics have been caused by the 
advancement of science coupled with the belief that practical solutions for 
bodily ailments are such high goods that they rise above any ethical norms. In 
other words, for adherents of a secular bioethics the frontiers of science would 
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be without ethical boundaries, thus permitting the destruction of embryos, or 
fetuses, or even the elderly in the name of progress.  
 As Sgreccia brings out in the last chapter of the book, precisely because of 
the desire for progress in science, bioethics emerged in the twentieth century 
as an attempt to protect man’s fundamental desire for transcendence in accord 
with his nature. The culture war arises from the conflict between the quest for 
efficiency and quantitative analysis on the one hand, and a natural desire for 
meaning in the universe and true fulfillment of the human person on the other 
hand. One can understand this intellectual turmoil as a conflict between a 
philosophy of human value based upon man’s God-given nature versus a 
philosophy of dominating, controlling, and manufacturing human nature 
according to the adventures of limitless scientific discovery. 
 Much of our moral cultural war arises from the fact that the scientific 
method has lost a sense of teleology and has led to a freedom of decision 
without ontological principles. This is autonomy without conscience and is 
based upon a philosophy of doing or having over being. Throughout his work 
Sgreccia constantly warns scientists and ethicists about these problems. He 
demonstrates how the laws of many countries have led to a false notion of 
“quality of life” and even a false idea of man’s being in “the image of God the 
creator.” Sgreccia asserts that without an ontology of man, science can re-
create man in ways that have harmed and will continue to harm the human 
person. 
 The first chapter deals with the beginnings of bioethics as an offshoot of 
moral philosophy and theology. Sgreccia reminds us that the term “bioethics” 
came from Van Rensselaer Porter of the United States in 1970 and developed 
into a synthesis of the philosophy of man, ethical thought, and medicine. Here 
and throughout the book, Sgreccia makes use of the papal magisterium’s 
philosophical thought to defend an authentic anthropology. The main issue 
comes down to whether man is a steward of creation or its master 
manipulator. Conflict begins with absolute norms versus relativism, in part 
caused by scientists who do not have a rigorous metaphysics of man. Sgreccia 
clearly points out that true bioethics is not fideistic; rather, it seeks to use 
reason to justify ethical norms. False bioethics is not so much a matter of the 
secular world fighting the Church’s teaching but rather bad reasoning based 
on a flawed anthropology, linked to a desire to make scientific progress 
without any limits. 
 Chapter 2 is an attempt to show that the solution to the conflict is a 
personalist ethics based on the dignity of man, from which all principles of 
action flow. This is the true basis of bioethics; anything less than this results in 
a reduction to subjectivism, where the human person as such is no longer 
defended unless he or she has certain qualities of thinking and acting. Sgreccia 
argues that it is legitimate to go from an “is” to an “ought,” or from a fact to a 
norm, by looking to the natural goals of the human person. If there are 
hierarchies of personhood, then the weakest will be dominated by the 
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strongest and killed when their lives interfere with the desires of the strong. 
While science may be neutral, ethically speaking, it needs a personalist ethics if 
the human person is to be protected from harm, because not all medical 
procedures follow right reason that respects human nature. Sgreccia makes the 
case that even a virtue-based ethics needs norms. Here he claims to be in line 
with St. Thomas Aquinas. 
 In chapter 3, Sgreccia discusses the questions “What is life?” and “What is 
human life?” From these questions a science of values emerges that runs 
contrary to those thinkers who claim that ethics is unscientific because it is 
unempirical. Human bodily life is not an appendage of a person but intrinsic 
to an “I.” (Later in the book, Sgreccia will show how this idea has many 
ramifications for bioethics.) The organic nature of living things cannot be 
reduced to the inorganic. Corporeality is a foundational principle of ethics. 
Humans are a unitotal essence of body and soul. 
 Chapter 4 is the richest philosophical chapter as it concerns the human 
person as a substance and more than the sum of his actions. The soul is the life 
principle of the body, and so the person is his body, but at the same time, 
more than his body. Sgreccia calls the person a unitotality. Animals and 
persons exist on opposite sides of a great divide and cannot be seen as equals 
with the same rights. The human person has empirical qualities known by the 
senses but also transcendental qualities “surpassing space and time”: the 
intellect and will, the properties of the soul. That is why medical practice does 
not simply treat human bodies but persons. Health and illness are not simply a 
matter of the body. Sometimes illnesses are the results of unethical choices. 
Sgreccia makes the point that “prevention, therapy, rehabilitation involve the 
subject’s will and freedom as well as the responsibility of the community” 
(127). So, the body is not a thing, an object, or a piece of property since it is 
“I” or an epiphany of “me.” 
 Chapter 5, entitled “Bioethics and Its Principles,” continues the philo-
sophical direction of chapter 4, outlining the notions of the natural moral law, 
final causality, and an authentic meaning of human freedom which is distinct 
from an ethics “without substance” based primarily on subjective intuitions. 
Sgreccia attempts to show what happens when bioethics becomes ambiguous, 
namely, when norms are relative. Foremost in true bioethics is the principle of 
the defense of human life, which is the source of all rights. Next comes the 
principle of freedom and responsibility, followed by the principle of totality or 
the therapeutic principle. From the point of view of society, next follows the 
principle of subsidiarity or sociality whereby the community steps in to help 
take care of its sick and elderly. This is in marked contrast to the ambiguous 
notions of principalism, articulated by Beauchamp and Childress, called 
beneficence, nonmaleficence, autonomy, and justice, all of which contain 
exceptions to fundamental principles of morality. Finally, Sgreccia concludes 
his treatment with the principle of double effect (also called the indirect 
voluntary). 
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 Chapters 6 and 7 deal with questions revolving around the patient, the 
doctor, the hospital, and bioethics committees in hospitals. Sgreccia sees the 
patient as primarily responsible for his own health and thus a collaborator in 
his own health care, all things being equal. By the same token, the doctor 
should not regard himself as an expert mechanic and treat his patients like 
machines. As Sgreccia points out, “diagnostic equipment can compromise the 
relational, holistic, and personal understanding of diagnosis” (206). Moreover, 
Sgreccia shows the deficits in socialized medicine where the doctor can 
become merely the instrument of the state. This would foster a paternalistic 
model whereby the doctor forces his patient to do his will. When the finances 
of healthcare depend on the government, conflicts between good healthcare 
and monetary considerations can arise (just as they can when those finances 
depend on the patient’s ability to pay). 
 Hospitals in the United States were the first to create bioethics committees 
to deal with the moral complexities of healthcare. Sgreccia points out that 
bioethics committees came about as a result of abusive experimentation, 
complex biomedical technologies, and conflicts among practice, ethics, and 
civil legislation. 
 For the next eight chapters, Sgreccia turns to specific moral issues surroun-
ding genetics, prenatal diagnosis, sexuality, abortion, fertilization technolo-
gies, sterilization, human experimentation, organ transplants, and euthanasia. 
He concludes that problems arise when technology becomes an end in itself. I 
will now highlight some of the creative insights of these chapters. 
 Sgreccia poses a fundamental question in chapter 7: Wherein lies the good 
of man in a specific case of genetic manipulation or genetic engineering (315)? 
Secular law and many philosophers would answer that what does not seriously 
endanger the life of the embryo is lawful. Yet this is not enough, according to 
Sgreccia. Such manipulation leads to the domination of one person by 
another. For this reason Sgreccia insists that such interventions be therapeutic 
(for the cure of a serious condition), not merely for enhancement. The genetic 
code bears on the fundamental identity of the human person, whose dignity 
should not be subject to the whimsical desires of his parents or medical 
manipulators. Regarding the enhancement of animals or plants, issues such as 
the creation of new bacteria and viruses and the potential destruction of whole 
ecosystems arise.  
 In chapter 8, Sgreccia also lists many problems with genetic diagnosis (e.g., 
of the unborn or for screening employees) by walking the reader through 
seven different methods of analysis. 
 Chapter 9’s treatment of sexuality begins with exposing the false idea that 
sexual expression is a condition for personal liberation because sex is a 
product one consumes. In such a view there is no regard for keeping the 
unitive and procreative ends of the sexual act together. And without a purpose 
specified by nature, male and female are easily deconstructed into a radical 
sameness. Sgreccia explains that sexuality is not merely a function but an 
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expressive structure. Just as a person is more than a body, so sexuality is more 
than one’s sex or having sex. 
 Morality is not simply restraint, but also implies a certain fullness of being 
when one turns the self over to another in the marital act. Here love and life 
come together. But contraception bursts that union and takes over a process 
belonging to God, the act of generating a child; this reduces an affective 
spiritual union to a biological act. Procreation is not simply reproduction and 
cannot be “counterfeited,” in Sgreccia’s words. Sgreccia provides many 
examples of how contraception undermines human communion, as well as 
detailing some of its lesser known negative side-effects. 
 Chapter 10 is a study of abortion and its aftereffects. Abortion and 
contraception are fruits of the same tree because anti-actual-life is deeply 
related to anti-possible-life since the former is often used when the latter fails. 
It is clear from science that a one-celled embryo is a system unto itself and that 
as it grows it “makes” itself into the fetus without losing its own biological and 
ontological identity. It is clearly distinct from the mother, who in an extrinsic 
way aids it in the womb with food, oxygen, and waste removal. Unfortunately, 
many civil laws are framed as if the fetus were an appendage of the mother, 
whose rights to terminate it are absolute. 
 Chapter 11 takes up fertilization technology deployed to overcome 
infertility or to create the “perfect” child. There is a difference between 
assisting a conjugal act and replacing it. Of twenty different techniques (as of 
2006), only one, GIFT, may be morally permissible—and not all agree that it 
is. Whatever the means of acquiring sperm and the egg, whether morally good 
or evil, by uniting the two in a test-tube or a dish IVF bypasses the natural 
human act of self-giving (which is not the case with GIFT). This process of 
manipulation produces a person as if he were a thing. Sgreccia clearly points 
out the legal issues which can occur on account of the confusing parentage of 
heterologous fertilization, such as inheritance disputes. Abortion is an 
attendant evil to IVF because extra embryos are regularly disposed of, 
destroyed in research, or left in frozen limbo. Should embryos have defects, 
they will simply be terminated. 
 Sgreccia does not accept altered nuclear transfer (ANT) as a means of 
getting totipotent cells to be used for curing certain illnesses, but rather favors 
adult stem cell research in its place. He thinks that ANT produces a defective 
person, contra Austriaco and others, but does not offer an explanation of this. 
 In chapter 12 Sgreccia treats sterilization, which he identifies as the 
ultimate form of contraception, but which is still prone to failure, albeit rarely. 
He brings to light statistics about the millions of persons sterilized voluntarily 
or forcibly by governments—where the mentally ill and the mentally 
handicapped are especially targeted.  
 Chapter 13 offers a discussion of experimentation on humans, based in 
part on the Nuremberg Code of 1947, the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights of 1947, and the Helsinki Declaration of 1964. In their own statutes, 
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various governments have somewhat watered down the protections provided 
by these documents concerning drug trials, the role of the placebo, and 
informed consent. Sgreccia observes that in many countries there are re-
strictive laws protecting research on animals, as well as rules and regulations 
on autopsies, but hardly any legislation protecting the rights of human 
embryos and fetuses. 
 One weakness of this chapter is the lack of a clear statement as to whether 
or not it is licit to experiment on aborted fetuses. Sgreccia seems to say that if 
there is no connection between the scientists and the medical team performing 
the abortion, then using the remains for research would be licit. Yet this still 
implies collaboration. I happen to agree with Grisez (Difficult Moral 
Questions, nos. 84-85) that such an action is very problematic for a host of 
secondary reasons.  
 Organ transplants, dealt with in chapter 14, present complexities of brain 
death, organ donations from cadavers and the living, and experimental 
attempts to save lives with either animal or artificial organs. One case that 
introduces an extra wrinkle is the “crossover transplant” where a patient who 
cannot receive his own donor-partner’s organ because of immunological 
incompatibility is given an organ from the donor-partner of another patient in 
exchange for an organ from his own donor-partner. No one is obliged to 
donate an organ, but one may certainly do so, based on the principle of 
solidarity, as long as no harm or loss of function is done to the donor as a 
result of the donation. Some countries presume that if someone does not 
explicitly decline to donate his organs after death (defined as brain death), his 
organs can be harvested. Sgreccia makes the point that such tacit consent is 
distinct from presumed consent, suggesting that it is an imposition by the state 
over persons and their bodies.  
 There is a specific moral problem with the transplantation of reproductive 
organs since the sperm and the egg bear the DNA of the donor and would 
produce children biologically related to the donor. However, Sgreccia thinks 
that for a single woman who would not procreate, such a transfer might solve 
some pathologies with her own ovaries without the moral problems 
concerning offspring. 
 Three other problems arise in this area of transplants, namely, the use of 
animal parts or more properly “xenotransplantation,” bone marrow 
transplants, and taking organs from anencephalic newborns. First, using 
animal parts to supply for certain injuries requires great caution because of the 
potential for disease transmission to the human subject, and experimentation 
on humans in this area is dangerous. Second, the use of bone marrow from 
children requires informed consent, possible from teenagers but not possible 
from young children; so, taking marrow from the latter would be illicit. Third, 
since the anencephalic infant is a human person, exploiting his organs before 
death would hasten death and render the procedure morally unlawful. 
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 Euthanasia, considered in chapter 15, in many ways sums up the problem 
of a relativistic moral outlook where getting rid of suffering and pain is an 
absolute good that trumps all other considerations. Sgreccia argues that if 
there is nothing transcendent about man, then suffering and pain have no 
meaning. In 1975, California first decriminalized euthanasia, allowing for 
“dignified suicide and self-deliverance.” Other American states and other 
countries have followed suit. All of this has taken place despite the fact that 
science has been able to strengthen palliative care with new and better 
analgesics. 
 Sgreccia accepts the idea of whole brain death as a sign of true death. 
Nevertheless, he is quite aware of how difficult it is to determine an ire-
versible from a reversible coma—a determination that cannot be known with 
moral certitude. 
 Sgreccia fleshes out some of the problems concerning the issues of 
ordinary/proportionate and extraordinary/disproportionate care. The reason 
why a living will signed ahead of time can be problematic is that what cannot 
be cured today may possibly be cured in the future. 
 Chapter 16 tackles the issue of bioethics and technology, examining the 
computer-science culture and problems with genetic modification, the use of 
atomic energy, and environmental pollution. 
 Like computers, any book on bioethics will become somewhat obsolete 
because of the advances in science. Still this book, which follows a Thomistic 
thrust and the teaching of the magisterium, is exceedingly helpful for the 
professor and advanced student of bioethics. 
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